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ABSTRACT 
 
This study examines the impact of consumerism at Avon Wesleyan Church and 
presents an alternative culture of compassionate witness introduced through small groups.  
Transitioning from consumerism to compassionate witness is a slow and challenging 
endeavor.   Research revealed that consumerism undermines a church’s witness and 
mission turning people away from others and into themselves.  Part one describes the 
history of the church and the forces that have shaped its present culture which is then 
examined in light of a gospel of compassionate witness.  Small groups are recommended 
as the best ministry to facilitate the cultural shift towards compassionate witness in the 
church. 
Part two provides theological support for the proposed culture change.   Three 
topics are explored in depth: conversion as a process instead of a punctiliar event, 
spiritual formation as a communal discipline and compassionate witness as a necessary 
aspect of discipleship.  Theological support for the recommendations is further 
demonstrated by drawing upon significant writers in the area of conversion, spiritual 
formation and evangelism.  Utilizing small groups as a distribution method provides 
opportunity for the new culture to be both experienced and modeled. 
Part three explains how the project was implemented through a pilot group at 
Avon Wesleyan Church and its outcomes.  The project revealed that culture change is 
difficult and slow and individualistic practices of spiritual formation are not easily 
surrendered.  Even in the face of new information participants in the project resisted 
adopting communal practices of spiritual formation as primary disciplines.   
A culture shift from consumerism to compassionate witness requires that 
members adopt a new paradigm of salvation and discipleship.  Additional time and 
participants are needed to determine if the introduction of a new culture will prevail at 
Avon Wesleyan Church.  Throughout the project Richard Peace (PhD) provided key 
insight and content review.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Word Count:  295
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
To my wife—Karen—who always encouraged me to pursue my dreams  
and gave me the time to complete them 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
 
  
iv 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
ACKNOWLEDGMENTS 
 
 This project would not have been possible were it not for the support and 
assistance of multiple people along the journey.  The members of Avon Wesleyan 
Church, especially the board, generously allowed me to have extra time to research and 
write.  They also participated in the survey, pilot group and informal conversations about 
the project.  Glenn McCarty provided key feedback on the first chapters.  Kelly White 
gave extraordinary service editing and helping me to articulate my thoughts more clearly.  
The Doctor of Ministry office at Fuller Theological Seminary was supportive throughout 
the project answering my questions quickly and efficiently.  Specifically, Dr. Peace was 
gracious with his feedback and served as an excellent advisor throughout my studies and 
writing.  I am grateful to each one and thankful for their investment in this project and my 
life. 
 
 
 
 
  
  
v 
 
TABLE OF CONTENTS 
 
ACKNOWLEDGMENTS                iv 
PART ONE: MINISTRY CONTEXT 
 
INTRODUCTION                   1 
Chapter 1. THE CULTURAL LANDSCAPE OF                    12 
AVON WESLEYAN CHURCH 
 
PART TWO: THEOLOGICAL REFLECTION 
 
Chapter 2.  A REVIEW OF PERTINENT LITERATURE            43 
 
Chapter 3.  A KINGDOM THEOLOGY FOR DISCIPLESHIP                   73 
AND WITNESS 
 
PART THREE: PRACTICE 
 
Chapter 4.  MINISTRY PLAN               97 
 
Chapter 5.  IMPLEMENTATION PROCESS AND EVALUATION        115 
 
SUMMARY AND CONCLUSION             126 
 
APPENDICES               143 
 
BIBLIOGRAPHY               184 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
PART ONE 
MINISTRY CONTEXT 
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INTRODUCTION 
 
 
 Leading a church in the fulfillment of a specific mission is challenging and 
perilous when a cultural shift is required to achieve the desired goal.  Such a shift is 
necessary at Avon Wesleyan Church (AWC) in the town of Avon, New York, to reverse 
the decline of the past four years and reignite congregational passion around the church’s 
mission.  This project presents a small group strategy to facilitate a change from a 
consumerist to a compassionate church culture at AWC.  Since 2007, the official mission 
of the church has been “Helping every person in the Genesee Valley develop a life-
changing, ever-growing relationship with Jesus Christ.”  Presently, many members1 at the 
church have lost sight of this mission; instead of seeing their church involvement as a 
foundation from which they must reach out into their communities, their church 
involvement is predicated on the idea that the church is there solely to meet their 
perceived spiritual needs.  A culture focused on compassion will create a paradigm where 
the church is viewed as existing to equip members to meet the needs of others, rather than 
as a convenient buffet for those looking to be passively ‘fed’. 
Changing the culture of a church to better equip the congregation for mission 
fulfillment requires ecclesiastical shifts as well as personal transformations.  New wine 
                                                 
1
 I use the phrase “AWC members” inclusively referring to people on the membership role and 
who actively participate in the life of the congregation but whose names are not officially on the 
membership list.  This is due to the way membership functions in the church.  By my count, there are 
approximately fifty people who are very active in the church but who are not members due to differences in 
personal convictions concerning membership requirements.   
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does not exist in old wineskins (Mark 2:22);
2
 neither will new cultures survive in old 
ecclesial paradigms.  Ecclesiology must be the servant to missiology or the mission will 
be sacrificed for the preservation of the church.  Alan Hirsch warns, “It is absolutely vital 
that we get the order right.  It is Christ who determines our purpose and mission in the 
world, and then it is our mission that must drive our search for modes of being-in-the-
world.”3  In order for compassionate witness to emerge as a central characteristic of 
AWC’s culture, ecclesiology must be reconnected with missiology.4  In essence, a new 
missional ecclesiology must be developed in tandem with the new initiative.  The process 
through which such a transformation will take place is explained by providing the 
rationale for change, practices initiated and challenges encountered on the journey.  This 
journey is ongoing and will continue to be refined as the church moves into the future.   
Avon Wesleyan Church is a mid-sized church of approximately 230 people
5
 
located in a small town south of Rochester, New York.  Vacillating between identifying 
itself as a small church and a large church, the congregation has struggled to find its 
ministry niche and purpose in the community.  Congregants come from several 
                                                 
2
 The Holy Bible: New International Version (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 1984).  All Scripture 
in this paper is from this version of the Bible unless otherwise noted. 
 
3
 Allen Hirsch, The Forgotten Ways: Reactivating the Missional Church (Grand Rapids, MI: 
Brazos Press, 2006), 143. 
 
4
 Eddie Gibbs, Church Morph: How Megatrends are Reshaping Christian Communities (Grand 
Rapids, MI: Baker Academics, 2009), 42. 
 
5
Avon Wesleyan Church, Avon Wesleyan Church Statistical Annual Report to The Wesleyan 
Church, May 2014 (Avon Wesleyan Church, May 15, 2014).  This number reflects the people who would 
identify Avon Wesleyan Church as their home church, not the current attendance numbers on a given 
Sunday.  
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surrounding communities, making AWC more of a regional church than a community 
church.  This has created tension between members from different communities when the 
church has spent money responding to needs in one town which are not equally balanced 
by expenditures in another. 
Conservative politics, middle-class lifestyles and independent thinking 
characterize a people impacted by increasing taxes, a progressive state government
6
 and 
decreasing employment opportunities.  For many who attend AWC, the desire to protect 
what they have is greater than their desire to reach out to others in compassionate witness 
resulting in clique formation, the hoarding of resources and a failure to evangelize.  As a 
result, AWC has become an insular community where most people come expecting their 
needs to be met instead of mutually sharing resources and reaching outside the 
congregation in tangible expressions of love. 
I have been the senior pastor at AWC for over eight years.  In the first three years 
the church grew rapidly and plans were made to build a larger facility to house the 
growing congregation.  These plans, however, have not come to fruition; insufficient 
funds were raised thereby making it impossible to construct the new building.  The 
church’s failure to build and the resulting grief process led to a loss of vision and energy 
in both congregation and pastor.  People began to back away from active ministry and the 
                                                 
6
 Governor Andrew Cuomo was recorded saying, “Are they these extreme conservatives, who are 
right-to-life, pro-assault-weapon, anti-gay; is that who they are?  Because if that is who they are, and if they 
are the extreme conservatives, they have no place in the state of New York.”   Heather Clark, “New York 
Governor Andrew Cuomo: Pro-life ‘Anti-gay’ Candidates have ‘No Place in the State’,” Christian News 
Network, January 21, 2014,  http://christiannews.net/2014/01/21/new-york-governor-andrew-cuomo-pro-
life-anti-gay-candidates-have-no-place-in-the-state/ (accessed May 5, 2014). 
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church declined in numbers.  In reflecting on the failed building campaign, the church 
leadership discovered an ugly reality and specific need.  While the planned building was 
too extravagant, ultimately the finances were inadequate because the church lacked 
passion for reaching out into the surrounding communities in compassionate witness.  As 
the church declined, it became increasingly apparent that AWC was becoming more 
exclusive and less loving towards others.  Recognizing this tendency in the congregation 
as well as myself, I began to study to determine what caused this shift and how it might 
be reversed both personally and corporately.  Without a change of heart, AWC will not 
fulfill its mission and I cannot remain its pastor. Furthermore, those desiring AWC to 
become a church known for its compassion for others will be jettisoned along with the 
current pastor. 
With God’s help, the first impact this project will have upon the church will be to 
reveal its selfish attitudes and myopic view of witness.  In a recent consultation with 
Wesleyan district leaders, the church was cited as being “friendly, but not good at making 
new friends.”7  While many members cite church relationships as the high point of their 
church experience, congregational relationships with people outside of certain established 
circles are not allowed to develop depth.
8
  Church members lack the relational 
intelligence that would allow them to either experience or demonstrate the close 
relationship believers are to have with their Savior.  As a result, inviting people into a 
                                                 
7
 Mathew Pickering et al., Consultation Summary, (Central New York District of The Wesleyan 
Church, 2014). 
 
8
 Ibid. 
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dynamic relationship with Jesus is hypocritical.  The pastoral leadership has tried to 
combat this tendency by emphasizing the concept of witness (the visible demonstration of 
God’s love through word and deed) over the oft-misunderstood evangelism.  The goal has 
been that by illustrating how witness moves beyond making a decision for Jesus and into 
a relational testimony, the church would begin to recognize the personal and inclusive 
nature of true evangelism.  Despite these efforts, AWC’s traditional understanding of 
evangelism as the act of leading someone to say a sinner’s prayer still pervades its 
culture.   
The church’s lack of passionate witness means that there are few, if any, new 
Christians in its midst.  Discipleship at AWC has been historically focused on “personal 
holiness” rather than “social holiness”9 or sharing the gospel with others.  Following the 
words of the Apostle Paul to “purify ourselves from everything that contaminates body 
and spirit, perfecting holiness out of reverence for God” (2 Corinthians 7:1), the church 
has focused on sin management as a means of helping the individual to become more like 
Jesus, rather than corporately reaching out to help others experience God’s love.  Most of 
the people who have started attending AWC in the last six years are existing Christians 
who have transferred in from other churches.  New converts consist mostly of children 
from established families, with only the occasional adult or teenager seeking baptism.   
                                                 
9
 From here on in, I will define “personal holiness” as the discipline through which one’s internal 
thoughts and personal actions are cleansed of evil influence and made like Christ, and “social holiness” as 
the church’s/believer’s intercessory action on behalf of the poor, downtrodden and oppressed. 
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Despite establishing an evangelistic mission statement in 2007, the church 
continues to focus on helping existing believers grow in biblical knowledge, rather than 
creating new believers.  This is reflected in the church’s current discipleship options, 
which are dominated by ministries focused on cultivating personal growth instead of 
those that equip people to share the Gospel.  This continuously places the church in direct 
opposition to its stated mission.  The constant tension between the church’s best 
intentions and the reality of its habits has turned discipleship at AWC into mere spiritual 
maintenance aimed at keeping the church running smoothly.   
Establishing a culture of compassionate witness at AWC is necessary to heal the 
church and bring it back into spiritual health.  Compassionate witness takes place when 
believers live in such a way that people experience what a relationship with Jesus is like 
through their relationships with His people.  God did not create the church as a feedlot 
where people come to be spiritually “fattened up”. He created it to be a place where 
people are to be equipped with resources they may take into the world and disperse in the 
name of Jesus.  Moving from a culture of consumerist spiritual pulchritude to one of 
compassionate witness is a vital step in equipping the believers at AWC to fulfill the 
Great Commission that they might dispense the riches of God in their communities. 
Naturally, helping people experience what a relationship with God is like requires 
relational vulnerability—a skill that is sorely lacking in the community at AWC.  Since 
small groups provide a natural environment for people to experience relationship with 
one another, they are the ideal means through which this project’s goals can be realized.  
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People in church services are largely passive and the limited interaction available on 
Sunday mornings remains superficial.  Small groups afford the time and intimacy needed 
for deeper relationships to form.  These new groups will be started with clear goals and 
structures that align them with the new paradigm.  Within these groups, individualism 
and protectionism will be confronted through shared vulnerability as members serve 
those outside the church together.  These groups will be formed with the express 
understanding they are to reproduce themselves, propagating new groups both inside and 
outside the AWC family.  This can, and should even extend to forming groups with 
people who attend other churches in the area in order to accomplish the church’s stated 
mission of reaching the Genesee Valley. 
It is important to note here that many of AWC’s congregants already participate 
in small groups with established relationships and habits.  Over the years, many of these 
groups have mutated into accountability groups characterized by deep interpersonal 
intimacy which close them to newcomers.  Though these group structures may currently 
underscore AWC’s “friendly, but doesn’t make friends” culture, they also house 
relationships that are precious and valuable.  In order to establish a new culture of 
compassionate witness within these existent structures, it will be necessary to inspire 
their current members to challenge themselves and each other in incorporating new skills 
and attitudes within their small group framework.  This project proposes to address this 
need by involving current small group members in new, limited-term groups specifically 
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designed to inspire and equip them to implement the new paradigm in their existing 
groups. 
In order to understand the complexities of transitioning this church from spiritual 
maintenance to passionate mission, one must first perform a careful exegesis of the 
cultural forces, historical practices and theological beliefs that have shaped it.  The first 
part of this paper examines the cultural climate in which members of AWC live, work 
and worship.  Chapter 1 explores the cultural influences shaping the lives of people at 
AWC.  Understanding the political and religious history of the area will help identify the 
individualistic propensities its Christian citizens must overcome.  The greater Rochester 
area is a region in transition; this leads to a higher probability that consumeristic patterns 
will become entrenched within the culture of the church.  Focusing in on the history of 
AWC in this context will reveal how the church’s present problem has been historically 
and theologically formed as well as describe the present structure and philosophy of its 
small group ministry. 
The second part of the paper will develop a theological and biblical rationale for 
using small groups to develop a culture of compassionate witness.  This section begins 
with an overview of the deleterious impact of consumerism on Christian faith and then 
proposes an alternate narrative which explores the nature of the Kingdom of God in 
relationship to conversion, discipleship and witness.  Drawing from the Wesleyan 
heritage of small groups and Kingdom of God theology present in the Gospels, three 
different concepts will be explored: conversion as a process as opposed to a punctiliar 
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event, formation as relational rather than individualistic, and witness as the normative 
form for discipleship. 
Chapter 2 contains an analysis of relevant literature, connecting the ongoing 
theological discussion described therein with the cultural forces presented in Chapter 1.  
Consumerism will be examined through Vincent J. Miller’s book, Consuming Religion,10 
which provides a view of the impact consumerism and the commodification of religion is 
having on faith.  Richard Peace’s magnum opus Conversion in the New Testament: Paul 
and the Twelve
11
 explores the nature of conversion.  The Works of John Wesley Vol. 9: 
The Methodist Societies History, Nature and Design,
12
 probes working methods of 
discipleship while Dallas Willard’s Divine Conspiracy: Rediscovering our Hidden Life in 
God,
13
 helps to explain its content.  Lastly, I unpack the concept of witness with the 
assistance of three guides: Chilcote and Warner’s The Study of Evangelism: Exploring a 
Missional Practice of the Church,
14
 N.T. Wright’s Surprised by Hope: Rethinking 
                                                 
10
 Vincent Miller, Consuming Religion: Christian Faith and Practice in a Consumer Culture (New 
York: Continuum, 2009). 
 
11
 Richard Peace, Conversion in the New Testament: Paul and the Twelve (Grand Rapids, MI: 
Eerdmans, 1999). 
 
12
 John Wesley, The Works of John Wesley Volume 9: The Methodist Societies History, Nature, 
and Design, edited by Rupert E. Davies (Nashville, TN: Abingdon, 1989). 
 
13
 Dallas Willard, The Divine Conspiracy: Rediscovering Our Hidden Life In God (New York: 
Harper One, 1997). 
 
14
 Paul W. Chilcote and Laceye C. Warner Eds., The Study of Evangelism: Exploring a  Missional 
Practice of the Church (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 2008). 
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Heaven, the Resurrection and the Mission of the Church,
15
 and Announcing the Reign of 
God
16
 by Mortimer Arias.  
Chapter 3 follows these same themes to provide a theological rationale for 
introducing a Kingdom paradigm of salvation, discipleship and witness that will 
transform AWC.   Beginning with an exploration of conversion as more than punctiliar, 
and sanctification as an aspect of one’s conversion, the chapter will argue that it is only in 
relationship that a follower of Jesus can fully experience either reality.  This will be 
further supported by exploring the foundational role of relationships for compassionate 
witness between Jesus and His disciples, as well as Paul and the church in Antioch.  The 
result of this Kingdom paradigm will be a natural shift from consumerist habits toward a 
new culture of compassionate witness.  Ultimately, small groups are proposed as an 
organic setting to establish the accountability, shared discipleship, service and witness 
needed for this change.   
 The final part of the project outlines a strategy for implementing the desired 
transformation discussed in Part Two.  Beginning with a pilot group of existing small 
group leaders, ministry leaders already committed to compassionate witness and selected 
individuals, a working model of the new small group will be formed and tested.  Chapter 
4 outlines the theological implications of Chapter 3, providing measurable goals and 
strategies.  Chapter 5 evaluates this process by observing its effectiveness in reaching its 
                                                 
15
 N. T. Wright, Surprised by Hope: Rethinking Heaven, the Resurrection, and the Mission of the 
Church (New York: Harper One, 2008). 
 
16
 Mortimer Arias, Announcing the Reign of God: Evangelization and the Subversive Memory of 
Jesus (Eugene, OR: Wipf & Stock, 1984). 
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stated goals.  Revisions will be made as problems become apparent through this process; 
following these, a training program will be offered for other small group leaders.  
Additional resources will also be created to help implement the new paradigm in existing 
groups.  As groups adopt the new structure, I will continue to evaluate the process with 
group leaders using questionnaires to gather data for subsequent analysis.  Finally, 
conclusions and observations for further reflection are provided in the paper’s summary 
and conclusion. 
The immediate goal for this project is for AWC to experience a cultural shift and 
stand as a positive example of how an established church can successfully embrace a 
missional paradigm.
17
  It is my hope, however, that this project would serve as a catalyst 
for making a cultural shift within other local churches as well.  Sharing the experience of 
AWC with other churches and denominational leaders will hopefully generate new 
strategies that can help congregations avoid some of the frustrations created by this kind 
of paradigm shift.  In the meantime, it is important to remember that while change is 
hard, it is ultimately necessary in order for AWC to continue doing God’s work in a 
constantly changing world.  Many churches pray for revival.  When God’s people fulfill 
His purpose gloriously and abundantly in their communities, revival is not merely a 
possibility—it is inevitable.  The time has come to either step into the challenging light of 
God’s presence or to stagnate in the shadows.   
                                                 
17
 The word “missional” describes a church that is defined by its call to be a people sent into the 
world with the gospel of Jesus.  Evangelism, discipleship and mission are not programs of the church they 
are analogous with the identity of the church.  For a fuller definition see Darrell L. Guder, Ed., Missional 
Church: A Vision for the Sending of the Church in North America (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1998). 
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CHAPTER 1 
THE CULTURAL LANDSCAPE OF AVON WESLEYAN CHURCH 
 
 
 The people of AWC have turned inwards.  Confronted by a long history of 
individualism, elitism, separationism and personal piety ideology, as well as the recent 
economic uncertainties and rising poverty rates in the surrounding communities, AWC 
has become an unnatural refuge from the world, a haven where its people work tirelessly 
to maintain the status quo.  To this congregation, the idea of becoming an externally 
focused church that embraces a missional future is completely foreign and requires both 
internal and external analysis.  Robert Wuthnow notes: “For theology to be incarnate, it 
must be knowledgeable of the social circumstances to which it is addressed.”1  The 
essence of incarnated theology is spiritual formation in believers, yet in order to develop 
a discipleship program that promotes a culture of compassionate witness at AWC one 
must first explore the needs, issues, aspirations and pressures faced by its people.   
                                                 
1
 Robert Wuthnow, After the Baby Boomers: How Twenty- and Thirty-Somethings Are Shaping the 
Future of American Religion (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2007), xiv. 
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This chapter begins by examining the political and economic realities of the 
Genesee Valley,
2
 as well as the impact Rochester has on the region as its largest city.  
Next, it draws connection between the proliferation of educational institutions within 
driving distance of Avon and their impact on the region and its cultural ideals of 
individualism, consumerism and postmodernism.  To understand Christian culture in 
western New York, it is imperative that the deep roots of the region’s religious influences 
be explored.  Western New York has a storied religious history, serving as a breeding 
ground for religious birth and revival.  The chapter will conclude with a brief history of 
the Avon Wesleyan Church and the internal forces that have made her the church she is 
today. 
Increasing Political and Economic Disparity Leading to Polarization 
Avon Wesleyan Church is located in the town of Avon on the northern edge of 
Livingston County (See Appendix 1).  In many ways—racially, socially and 
economically—AWC is a true reflection of the community in which it exists.  The town 
of Avon is typical of Livingston County, and is comprised primarily of white (97.1 
percent), married (56.3 percent) households with both parents working (82.0 percent)
3
 
                                                 
2
 The Genesee Valley is a local term used to describe the geographic area beginning at the 
southern end of Livingston County and extending north to Lake Ontario, drawing its name from the 
Genesee River.  This area includes both Rochester and Avon, with the latter approximately twenty miles 
south of the former.  Rochester is the destination city for shopping, dining and entertainment for the entire 
Genesee Valley. 
 
3
 U.S. Bureau of the Census, “United States Census Bureau American Fact Finder Community 
Facts 2010,” U.S. Census Bureau, http://factfinder2.census.gov/faces/nav/jsf/pages/community_facts.xhtml 
(accessed November 12, 2013). 
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and earning at the higher end of the economic spectrum.
4
  The people of AWC reflect 
these trends, leading to a cultural disconnect between them and the people who live in the 
nearby city of Rochester, as well as the rural poor who exist within their own 
communities.  These barriers are rarely crossed, for the homeostatic rhythms embraced 
by most AWC attendees polarize them, making them unable to connect with the very 
people most likely to be receptive to the Gospel.  Poor people and those recovering from 
addiction are not welcomed at AWC and, despite New York’s reputation for hospitality 
to those on Medicaid and welfare programs,
5
 attitudes towards this demographic are 
“non-hospitable” at best.   
Bridging economic differences has been difficult at AWC, even within the 
existing church community.  One parishioner brought friends who are on social services 
but they did not return and indicated they did not feel welcomed.
6
  Another couple on 
public assistance works hard to hide it for fear of being ostracized.
7
  Christians are 
commanded to love the poor, yet while AWC has been gifted with the resources to come 
alongside people in economic need the church has not done so successfully due to a lack 
                                                 
4
Ibid.  Most Avon residents have a high school diploma or higher, 91.3 percent compared with 
79.2 percent of Livingston county residents who have a high school diploma or higher.  Furthermore, thirty 
one percent of Avon residents have a bachelor’s degree compared to 23.3 percent of Livingston County 
residents.  Educational disparity is reflected economically with the median household income in Livingston 
County reported at $53,231 but $60,868 in Avon.   
 
5Dennis Cauchon, “New Yorkers Lead Pack in Government Benefits,” USA Today, April 26, 
2011under “Nation,” http://usatoday30.usatoday.com/news/nation/2011-04-26-new-york-government-
aid.htm (accessed May 23, 2014).  
 
6
Personal interview with a church member, September 2013.  (Names have been withheld due to 
the confidential nature of the interviews.) 
 
7
Ibid. 
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of understanding and compassion, as well as fear caused by economic uncertainty.  While 
New York is considered a political “blue state” and economic powerhouse, the state’s 
actual political and economic landscape is sharply divided.  Since 1996 the counties 
representing downstate New York
8
 have voted Democratic, while the majority of the 
upstate region has voted Republican, except the counties with large cities.
9
  The political 
and economic perspectives expressed by many people at AWC strongly reflect this 
reality, making it difficult for them to personally relate with their poorer and/or more 
liberal neighbors. 
One differentiating statistic between AWC and its surrounding communities is the 
birthrate to unwed mothers.  In Avon 12.9 percent of births were to single, divorced or 
widowed women in 2010; in Monroe County the same population accounted for 38.8 
percent of births while Livingston County as a whole saw a slightly higher rate of 39.2 
percent of children being born to single moms.
10
  There have been no births to single 
mothers in the past eight years at AWC.  The four single-parent families presently in the 
church are all a result of divorce.  These families have noted that it is difficult to “fit in” 
at the church because their family makeup is different than others.  The lack of single-
                                                 
8
 Downstate is generically understood as everything southeast of the Hudson River and essentially 
covers the New York Metropolitan area.  Many people from upstate New York also include the capital city 
of Albany in their categorization of “downstate” despite its geographic isolation from the area.   
 
9
 Digital Scholarship Lab: University of Richmond. “Voting America: United States Politics 1840-
2008,” http://dsl.richmond.edu/voting/elections.html (accessed November 13, 2013).  The cities of Buffalo, 
Rochester, Syracuse and Albany routinely have followed the voting practices of New York City.  
  
10
 U.S. Census 2010, “Fact Finder”. This does not take into account the 3,503 abortions in Monroe 
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parent families at AWC is an indication of the economic stability of most families at the 
church, and denotes strong cultural expectation of, and support for, traditional family 
structures.   
The discrepancy in birthrates for unwed mothers between Avon and the rest of 
Livingston County and Monroe County is symptomatic of a cultural difference between 
the town and its surrounding communities—particularly the city of Rochester.  U.S. 
News and World Report support this reporting: “States with a higher percentage of out-
of-wedlock births in 2011 tended to have a higher incidence of poverty.”11  This certainly 
holds true in the Monroe County community where the majority of households existing 
below the poverty line consist of a single mother with one or more children beneath the 
age of five.
12
  With the increase in poverty comes rising demands on social services and 
benevolence ministries.  These demands encroach on budgets already strained by the 
economic downturn of the region.  When examining these factors, it becomes clear that 
part of AWC’s impetus for turning inward comes from the reality that extending help into 
the community requires sacrificing programs and available funds used for families 
presently in the church. 
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The city of Rochester lies in Monroe County, which is much more diverse 
economically, ethnically and politically
13
 than Avon or even Livingston County as a 
whole.  Once a thriving company town, Rochester has been pummeled by cutbacks and 
closures.  Kodak, its golden jewel, has recently emerged from bankruptcy with less than 
seven thousand employees—a mere fraction of the 62,000 once employed by the film 
giant.  Peter Applebome notes: “Rochester’s troubles go beyond Kodak.  Xerox and 
Bausch and Lomb have shed thousands of jobs as well.  Twenty-five years ago, the three 
companies employed sixty percent of Rochester’s workforce.  Today it is six percent.”14  
At least six families at Avon Wesleyan have been directly impacted by the continual 
cutbacks, with some being laid off and others taking early retirement.  This reflects the 
culture of uncertainty and fear that has become normal as employees experience job 
insecurity from month to month, or even year to year.
15
 
This fear and insecurity have made the people of AWC less willing to sacrifice 
financially.  During the recent capital campaign to raise money for a new church 
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building, there was only one large gift from the congregation
16
 even though several 
people had the means to make sizable contributions.   Because the stock market was 
declining, people with means were afraid of what might happen and chose not to give 
sacrificially.  The unstable job market has also made it difficult—if not impossible—for 
parishioners to refuse demands for excessive travel or extra hours at work.  This has 
resulted in a decline of available hours for volunteering and relationship building.  
Additionally, multiple couples have recently moved due to work relocation demands.  
This has fostered a fear that relationships formed at AWC will not last very long because 
someone will inevitably leave.  Economic fears have further restricted giving towards 
new missional initiatives with high need populations in the city.  Instead of investing in 
local missions, people at AWC are more likely to give towards foreign missionaries and 
the kinds of traditional programming they expect the church to provide.     
Educational Elitism and Postmodern Relativism 
 
Though the fears discussed in the last section may be understandable, they have 
combined with pride in personal accomplishments achieved through hard work and 
discipline, further developing a self-focused culture at AWC.  The state of New York 
ranks third in the nation for public school education
17
 and hosts some of the top colleges 
and universities, encouraging a culture of educational strength.  Rochester is the site of 
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several internationally-renowned universities
18
 with an increasingly recognized medical 
community.
19
  The educational culture of the region is strongly evident within AWC.  
Most of the people at AWC are college educated and many tend to look down on others 
who have not attained the same level of academic success.  Many Avon residents (AWC 
members included) work at one of the universities or medical centers in Rochester or are 
employed in industries directly supporting them.  Not only are these people consumers of 
technology at home, they are instrumental in both the daily development of new 
technologies and the practical application of scientific advances in healthcare.  This 
frequent exposure to science and technology lends itself to an “elitist” mentality that is 
expressed in subtle yet pervasive ways within the church.  Conversation in the foyer at 
AWC quickly divides who is “in” from who is “out” based on one’s vocabulary and 
understanding of technical terminology.  This is especially noticeable in the area of sports 
and technology.  Cycling is very popular with younger professionals at AWC, and those 
without means to participate find themselves pushed into the shadows as enthusiasts 
blindly chat about their favorite hobby.  Handheld technology also creates visible barriers 
between those boasting the latest gadgets and those with outdated models.  Generational 
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differences in understanding the way this technology works exacerbate tensions between 
younger and older members, creating deep division. 
The presence of the numerous colleges and universities here in the Northeast has 
amplified the impact younger generations have had on the region’s collective culture.  
Millennials flood college campuses each fall, bringing with them values and principles 
that widely impact the people who work with, and for, them.  Their predecessors, 
Generation X, now in their thirties and early forties, brought a stark change in community 
involvement and, as adults; their priority of individualism over community engagement 
continues to expand.  In 2000, Putnam analyzed the decline in their social bonds and 
civic engagement, noting, “X’ers are less likely to trust other people …. less likely to 
vote .… less interested in politics, less informed about current events, less likely to attend 
a public meeting,…less likely to attend church, less likely to work with others on some 
community project and less likely to contribute financially to a church or charity or 
political cause.”20  This is the generation that is now in leadership at AWC.  Since 2000, 
the rise of individualism and communal disengagement has only increased.  Wuthnow 
notes individualism is not only prevalent in our culture; it is encouraged by the absence 
of social structures for younger people.  He writes: “In the absence of any institutional 
sources of support and stability, young adults are forced to be individualistic.  They have 
no other resources but themselves.”21   
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The absence of societal institutional support for young adults has led to a 
deepening cultural stratification between generations.  Even in small communities like 
Avon, it is difficult to bring multiple generations together.  From music preferences to 
family needs, the differences between generations have polarized young and old.  
Creating programs that bridge the generation gap has not been successful at AWC as 
members prefer to socialize with others in the same demographic circles.
22
  While these 
programs sometimes begin well—such as one program that encouraged retirees to 
participate in the children’s ministry—they soon fizzle out.  On the other end of the age 
spectrum, the “Classics”23 ministry at AWC is meant for attendees fifty and older, yet 
people in their fifties and early sixties largely decline to participate in its events because 
they perceive “Classics” as being only for the old.  
Further antagonizing efforts to build cross-generational community is the older 
members’ general distaste for what they perceive as the materialism of the younger 
generation.  Putnam notes that Gen X’ers are “more materialist than their predecessors 
were [in their 30s].”24  Those over seventy either remember living through the Great 
Depression or can recall stories from parents and friends who did.  Baby Boomers, 
though somewhat younger, were raised in a culture of delayed gratification, largely 
enforced by inflation and the demands of their growing families.  Now in middle age, 
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they are finally reaping the rewards of their hard work while simultaneously watching the 
Gen X’ers and the Millennials expect those same rewards without the waiting.    It is not 
uncommon to hear an older member of the church negatively comment on the “excessive 
lifestyle” or luxuries of the church’s younger families.  This kind of generic blame has 
created a sense of mistrust within the church, as members draw their assumptions based 
on perceptions and misunderstandings, rather than fostering a spirit of open 
communication between the generations.  As a result, members do not cooperate when 
facing common problems, leaving the issues unresolved and the church itself to languish.   
The division between generations is only one example of the spirit of disconnect 
plaguing AWC.  Many people at AWC have begun operating in small cliques or 
subgroups that are disconnected from others who do not share their resumes or interests.  
Often, the primary differential separating people is a person’s perceived work ethic.  
Those perceived as “working hard” to achieve financial independence and the realization 
of their dream home or job are valued more highly than those seen as receiving a hand-
out from their parents or from the government.  Though these judgments may not be 
spoken aloud, they are felt in all aspects of the congregation’s life together.  Whether or 
not it is intentional, this sense of pride and personal superiority has created a toxic 
atmosphere where the Great Commission God gave to the many has been abandoned to 
preserve the elitism of the few. 
 
 
  
23 
 
Religious Influences 
 
 Political, economic and educational influences have sown the seeds of division at 
AWC, and yet none of these have presented the deep challenges wrought by the 
parishioners’ pride in their own religious knowledge.  The church’s historical emphasis 
on biblical knowledge above all else has its roots in the religious renewal experienced in 
the greater Rochester area throughout the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.  
During this time camp meetings, revivals and the formation of new religious movements 
redefined the religious makeup of Western New York.
25
   
In many ways, Western New York provided the perfect backdrop for this kind of 
religious upheaval.  Frank Lambert notes its population had grown quickly throughout 
the 1700s and many espoused the ideals of democratized religion aroused by the Great 
Awakening (1720-1740).
 26
  He further suggests that one of the great impacts the Great 
Awakening had was the establishment of a religious free marketplace, especially in areas 
like Western New York, where institutionalized religion had not yet taken hold.
27
  The 
region was particularly susceptible to the new breezes of religious awakening due, in 
part, to a unique blend of Yankee ingenuity and moral intensity.  Whitney Cross explains:  
Against the ‘holy enterprise of minding other people’s business,’ which 
produced a marked community-mindedness, these folk balanced a 
stubborn introspection in the fashioning of personal beliefs, which 
recognized no authority this side of Heaven.  Frank curiosity, pride in 
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independent thinking, a feeling that action should be motivated by sound 
logic and never by whimsy, a profound skepticism of any rationalization 
looking to less than the supposed ultimate good of society, and once 
arrived at, an overwhelming confidence in one’s own judgment – all these 
attitudes differently demonstrated the same trait.
28
 
 
The individualistic temperament of Western New Yorkers gave Charles Finney 
the materials he needed to mobilize his followers in one of the greatest religious renewals 
in America—the Second Great Awakening.  This movement, lasting from 1827 to 1832, 
catapulted religious enthusiasm and structure to new heights under Finney’s measures.  
“The result,” notes Curtis Johnson, “was that individualistic notions of salvation and 
sanctification prevailed over the older communitarian ethos.”29  The breakdown of the 
community ethos, continues Johnson, led to a “strong sense of separation between church 
members and the rest of the frontier community.”30  This separation from the world was 
not accidental; it was encouraged as denominations increasingly envisioned themselves 
as a “city on a hill” and “light to the world.”  Strict membership expectations emerged 
within churches as each struggled to claim the high, “holy” ground in the community.  
One Baptist Association letter records, “Christians are to distinguish themselves from the 
rest of the world, by their sobriety, regard to religion, and shunning even the appearance 
of evil.”31  It was during this time of separatist values that the Wesleyans opened 
                                                 
28
 Whitney R. Cross, The Burned-over District: The Social and Intellectual History of Enthusiastic 
Religion in Western New York, 1800-1850 (New York, Harper and Row, 1950), 81. 
 
29
 Curtis D. Johnson, Islands of Holiness: Rural Religion in Upstate New York 1790-1860 (Ithaca, 
NY: Cornell University Press, 1989), xi. 
 
30
 Ibid., 22. 
 
31
 Ibid., 23. 
  
25 
 
Houghton Seminary, now Houghton College, in an extreme rural location.
32
  Lee Haines 
and Paul Williams Thomas note the reason for the school’s location stating: “The purpose 
was typical of the times: to establish a school away from the evils of the large towns and 
cities.”33   
 Separatist values further exacerbated the divide between church members and 
non-church members in the Western New York region.  As new groups splintered from 
established churches, competition for members and theological disagreements among 
denominations fragmented the Christian community.  New revolutionary expressions of 
religion also began appearing within the region, notably the Mormons and Shakers, who 
both claimed to be the true followers of Christ and both of whom espoused utopian 
ideals.  Nathan Hatch elucidates upon the revolutionary nature of the Book of Mormon.  
“The Book of Mormon is a document of profound social protest, an impassioned 
manifesto by a hostile outsider against the smug complacency of those in power and the 
reality of social distinctions based on wealth, class and education.”34  Likewise, the 
Shakers rejected cultural norms like procreation and created egalitarian communities with 
men and women in church leadership.  Furthermore, as the population of Western New 
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York began to diversify, so did the variety of religious beliefs adding to the tensions and 
polarization experienced within its communities. 
 Perhaps no group represents the influx of “threatening ideas” better than the 
immigration of Irish Catholics into Western New York during the 1860s.  Following the 
potato famine of 1846-47, more than 800,000 Irish immigrants flooded into the United 
States, with many of them settling along the Erie Canal.
35
  By 1868, there were 
approximately 54,500 Roman Catholics in the Rochester area, many of them Irish, and a 
diocese was created under the leadership of Bishop McQuaid.  At the time of his death in 
1909, the diocese of Rochester had grown to 121,000 Catholics.
36
   
The immigration of Catholics was an unwelcome phenomenon to Protestant 
America.  Irish immigrants especially faced ethnic discrimination beyond the low paying 
jobs, hard work and poor living conditions afforded to them.  Sydney Ahlstrom notes: 
“The Irish had to face the contumely, prejudice, and insulting condescension of Protestant 
and Anglo-Saxon America.”37  Despite these abuses, the Irish people and the Catholic 
Church gained a strong foothold in the Rochester area that persists to this day.  New York 
State is ranked fifth in population of Catholics in America and its dioceses have resisted 
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the nationwide trend in declining attendance despite closing churches.  This trend is 
played out here, in Livingston County where, despite combining parishes into clusters, 
the Catholics have realized a 4.6 percent growth in numbers during the past ten years.
38
  
Today there are more Catholics in Livingston County than there are Protestants,  and they 
outnumber Evangelicals eight to one despite the Evangelicals having an eight church 
advantage in the county.
 39
    While it is true that many Catholics in the Avon community 
are not actively involved in their church, these people still retain a strong Catholic 
identity that define their interactions with both the community and other Christians.   
In many ways, the people at AWC are suspicious of Roman Catholicism and 
many harbor deep anti-Catholic feelings that color their interactions with their Catholic 
neighbors.  A number of people who grew up in the Catholic Church and now attend 
AWC do not have fond memories of their former church experience and see the Catholic 
Church as irredeemably anti-Christian.  These people do not believe that Catholics are 
part of the Kingdom of God and refuse to participate in events sponsored by the Catholic 
Church in town.  Members who send their children to the Catholic elementary school are 
viewed as suspicious by those who prefer to have their children schooled at home or at 
the local public or Protestant schools.  This attitude is especially problematic when trying 
to interact with the surrounding community on a charitable level.  Livingston County 
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Catholic Charities (LCCC) is the county’s primary not-for-profit resource for programs 
addressing the needs of the poor, the oppressed and the disenfranchised.  While other 
organizations exist, they lack LCCC’s reach and commitment. 
 Reactionary attitudes such as these are normal in The Wesleyan Church, which 
began as a reactionary movement within the Methodist Episcopal Church in America 
over the issue of slave ownership.  Just as the religious culture of Western New York 
gave scope to both Charles Finney and Mormon founder Joseph Smith, it provided the 
perfect backdrop for the founders of The Wesleyan Church to capitalize on the 
independent mindset of its people.  The region’s isolationist mentality and openness to 
radical extremism provided fertile imagination for finding theological reasons to divide 
from the Methodists.  Originally, American Methodists were passionately concerned with 
holiness; however, as the Industrial Revolution took hold and more Methodist members 
began to climb the economic ladder concerns with status, prestige and position began to 
replace the emphasis on holiness.  Haines and Thomas note: “Between 1832 and 1849 
very little was said about the doctrine in the principal denomination journals.”40  The 
rising tension in America over the issue of slavery became a focal point for division, and 
in 1843 the Wesleyan Methodist Connection seceded from the Methodist Episcopal 
Church.  The new denomination included in its primary charter a strong statement on 
perfectionist holiness, setting the stage for what would become The Wesleyan Church.   
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 The doctrine of holiness would flow through two streams of thought in The 
Wesleyan Church, occasionally merging and at other times causing division as they 
intertwined through the denomination’s history.  The first stream of thought—that of 
social holiness—manifested itself as a concern for social justice with the abolishment of 
slavery, implementation of child labor laws, gender equality and prohibition among its 
notable causes.  Equally as strong was an institutional concern for personal holiness 
which led members to adopt a strict code of conduct forbidding alcohol, tobacco, 
dancing, card playing, movies, make-up and even wedding bands.
41
   
The conflict between social and personal holiness came to a climax in the 1950s 
and 60s as the missionary movement expanded and the church responded to the social 
changes of the culture.  Social holiness was largely abandoned as the church retreated 
from American culture and erected a legalistic emphasis on personal piety.  The emphasis 
on personal piety persisted until only recently in the denomination—it continues at AWC.  
Members who attend secular concerts or drink socially are viewed with derision within 
the establishment.  Recently, when the men’s leader announced they were gathering to 
play euchre at the church for a social event, several older members were visibly upset.  
While the influence of these established members decreases along with their numbers, 
these legalistic notions of holiness continue to be an issue.  Furthermore, the church’s 
own history indicates that whenever it has moved away from legalistic piety towards 
social holiness, tension has emerged in the congregation.  In the last thirty-five years, this 
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has happened during three of AWC’s four pastoral charges—those of Ted Roloson, Brad 
Strange and Dan Jones.   
In 1968 the Wesleyan Methodists merged with the Pilgrim Holiness Church.  The 
sudden influx of a large number of people and a shift from rural to suburban and city 
church planting led the denomination as a whole to increasingly focus on evangelism and 
less on legalism.
42
  These denominational changes, however, did not quickly find their 
way into the formal documents or the small rural churches.
 43
  It was not until 1996 that 
the denomination removed language regarding “superfluous adornment” from the 
Discipline, the interpretation of which had been left to the local church with inconsistent 
application.  The expectation to refrain from the sale, purchase or consumption of alcohol 
remains in the Discipline today, though it is contentiously debated at the various 
conferences.
44
  Locally, this issue has kept most of the younger families from officially 
joining the church as voting members.  As a result, the full impact of the merge, with its 
shift from legalism to evangelism, was not felt on a local level.   
Before the merge, AWC had been a part of the Wesleyan Methodist Connection 
and there were no Pilgrim Holiness churches in the surrounding communities with which 
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the church could merge. As a result, while the denomination’s emphasis on evangelism 
helped Pastor Ted Roloson initiate AWC’s local outreach efforts in the 1980s, these 
efforts ultimately failed as the core culture of the local church remained unchanged.  
Furthermore, the unspoken message of evangelism shifted from salvation by grace to an 
emphasis on works-based righteousness.  The relationship with God promoted by the 
church became less interpersonally dynamic and more structured around believers’ 
conformity to church expectations.  Conversion became associated with the punctiliar act 
of saying a prayer of confession and belief, while “discipleship” became code for 
adopting a specific set of behaviors set forth by church culture.  The church’s intent in 
this was to help people experience full transformation into a new way of living; however, 
grace and love towards those outside the church was compromised.   
Holiness remains a defining characteristic for The Wesleyan Church, with strong 
emphasis on manifesting both personal and social holiness.  The subculture of AWC, 
however, continues to primarily focus on personal holiness; shifting away from this to a 
culture where social and personal holiness are considered equally important continues to 
be difficult.  Here, the emphasis on personal holiness has elevated the importance of 
church-goers’ desire for personal spiritual enrichment.  For most attendees, leaving a 
service feeling “fed” or “ministered to” is more important than either worshiping together 
or serving others.  Church programs designed to help members engage with others in 
compassionate witness have few attendees, while the traditional Sunday-School class—
with its emphasis on intellectual biblical knowledge—continues to attract long-term 
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members.  When groups take on Bible studies that “require” active witness as part of 
their program, they often modify them to become more academic, thus alleviating any 
necessity to engage with the material in any practical manner.  The result has been the 
development of a “feed-lot” ecclesiology.  People at AWC view the church primarily as a 
vending machine for religious services that help individuals cope with select personal and 
family issues so their lives become easier.  Though stated ideals of mission and witness 
receive public assent, they are disregarded in private practice.  Any church program that 
is perceived by attendees as “not personally beneficial” is rejected, leaving both witness 
and mission initiatives anemic. 
Avon Wesleyan Church History 
 
 Formally founded in 1944, the Avon Wesleyan Church grew out of a prayer 
meeting known as the Avon Prayer Band.  The Band met in the home of organizer Mary 
Magee for prayer and Sunday services until a room could be rented at what was then 
called the Livingston Hotel.  In 1938, a wood building was purchased at seventy West 
Main Street under the name The People’s Tabernacle, with a Nazarene pastor supplying 
preaching and visitation services until Reverend Bertha Ketch, a Wesleyan Methodist 
pastor, was appointed to the group in 1941.
45
 
 Positioned just below the town commons on the main thoroughfare, the church 
had significant exposure in the Avon community and it grew steadily, posting twenty 
members in 1950 and twenty nine in 1953.  Several conversions/baptisms were recorded 
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during this time, including baptisms performed at the York Baptist Church and in 
people’s homes.46  By 1960, however, the church had outgrown the building on West 
Main Street and so made plans to move to its present location at 300 Genesee Street.   
 The church’s relocation to 300 Genesee Street moved the congregation from the 
center of town to a more secluded street in the community.  Construction of the new 
church included a kitchen, nursery, foyer, office and restrooms.  In 1967 a parsonage was 
added across the street from the church.  During this time, the congregation began 
reaching outside the village of Avon, shifting AWC’s corporate identity from that of a 
local neighborhood church to a more regional church.  An influx of new industries in the 
region brought professional people into the congregation, skewing the congregation’s 
membership towards those with higher economic and social standing.
47
  Where the 
church had grown before through outreach and the conversion of local community 
members, many of these new members were existing Christians who merely transferred 
in from other churches.
48
 
 In the 1980s, the influx of Christian professionals into the congregation was 
counterbalanced by a significant lay outreach into the community.  Under Pastor 
Roloson, AWC began holding evangelistic Spanish-language services on Sunday 
afternoons for seasonal workers at the local Bird’s Eye plant, bringing diversity back to 
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the congregation.
49
    While this set a standard of community engagement that has 
remained unmatched since that time, the records and mid-term resignation of Pastor 
Roloson indicate that this movement was not fully embraced by the congregation,
50
 
creating tension within the church regarding its future direction.  Though it would not be 
recognized as such for several decades, the congregation’s negative reaction towards this 
community engagement planted the seeds for an anti-evangelistic pattern that would 
remerge years later under both pastors Strange and Jones. 
 Following the resignation of Pastor Roloson, Reverend Gerald Wright was elected 
pastor and served from 1985-2004.  Pastor Wright brought unity back to the church, but 
at the expense of community outreach.  During his tenure, the church’s emphasis moved 
away from evangelism onto discipleship and financial security.  This had tangible 
benefits for the church.  Loans were repaid, an attic was turned into a youth area with 
Sunday school classes and a youth pastor was hired.  The church continued to grow 
slowly, reaching an average attendance of 185 people in 2004.  As the millennium 
approached, the decision was made to begin seeking out a new location that could 
accommodate the church’s future growth rather than planting a daughter church.51  
 Pastor Wright retired in 2004 following a prolonged illness and Reverend Brad 
Strange was appointed as pastor.  During his tenure, Pastor Strange secured land outside 
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the village of Avon for the new church building and began raising funds to make the 
necessary move.  Attendance grew to 215 people in two years, but the congregation and 
leadership of AWC came into conflict with Pastor Strange over his methods and future 
vision for the church.  Unable to build consensus, Pastor Strange resigned in 2006 and 
Reverend Dan Jones was called to serve as senior pastor. 
 As relocation plans continued to develop, the church grew rapidly to an average 
of 270 people in 2009.  A capital campaign was launched that fall on the eve of what 
would soon be called the Great Recession.  As the economic stability of the country 
collapsed, the people of AWC began to struggle spiritually as well as financially; 
ultimately, the church was unable to raise enough money to move forward with its 
relocation.  As momentum was lost, attendance began declining.  New ideas regarding 
the church’s structure, programs and relocation were put forth in an effort to determine if 
a new building was the best investment to further the church’s mission.  At this time, I 
began my doctoral studies and was exposed to the missional church concept, which I then 
shared with the congregation.   
The influx of new ideas conflicted with the established culture at AWC creating 
widespread cognitive dissonance and anxiety for the church’s leadership team as it 
struggled to discern the best vision for moving the church forward.  Programmatic 
community engagement was re-introduced through “Service Sunday”52 and financial 
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partnerships were formed with local charities and community organizations.  A whole-
church missional study further increased anxiety as members wrestled to reconcile the 
new missional vision with the church’s plans to relocate.  This anxiety led to a paralysis 
of vision which caused additional retraction in both attendance and giving.  Today, the 
church averages just under 200 people in attendance on Sunday morning, and the 
leadership is engaged in crafting a new vision that does not include the construction of a 
new facility in the next five years. 
 As previously noted, in the last thirty-five years, three of AWC’s four pastors 
have experienced conflict with the membership while attempting to shift church focus 
away from members’ personal improvement toward evangelizing and serving the greater 
community.  Though shocking, this pattern has long been obscured by the apparent 
success of Pastor Wright’s nineteen-year tenure.  During Pastor Wright’s time, AWC was 
characterized by peace and slow growth without any major division or membership losses 
within the church.  Pastor Wright functioned well within the church’s existing culture, 
and under him discipleship once more transitioned away from serving others outside the 
church to studying the Bible for personal spiritual enrichment.  Pastor Wright was a 
strong authority, with a style of leadership that was fairly rigid, and during his time 
almost all church decisions were made at the pastoral and board level.
53
  When changes 
were made they were introduced very slowly, allowing the leadership to ease the 
established congregation into a place of comfort and familiarity.   
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Pastor Wright accomplished much that was good during his time leading AWC; 
however, it must be noted that the methods of his success testify to AWC’s deeply 
ingrained cultural immobility.  Rather than responding to challenges with faith, the 
people at AWC regress into self-protective patterns of anxiety and conflict that manifest 
within the church every time serious changes are introduced.  The simplest, and most 
peaceful, solution to this problem is to leave the church as it is.  Allow the membership to 
retain their self-interests; don’t rock the boat with unsettling notions of evangelism and 
witness.  To leave the church in its current state, however, is to abandon its people in a 
spiritual wilderness.  God makes it clear that the practice of loving His children and that 
of loving Him are inseparable.  Abandoning the former makes the latter impossible.  As a 
result, it is spiritually imperative that the people of AWC embrace a new culture of 
compassionate witness that allows them to experience the fullness of God by doing His 
work on Earth.  Failure to embrace a new understanding of what it means to be the 
church will further strengthen the old pattern of resistance to change and isolation from 
the community.   
Challenges Faced by AWC 
 
The shaping forces outlined above have formed a congregation that is skeptical of 
leadership, culturally monolithic and struggling to move beyond its historical identity.  
Following the failed building campaign, the influential families in the church began to 
back out of formal leadership.  While those positions have been filled by people who 
have joined the church in the past eight years, many of these newer members lack the 
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personal influence to bring others together around a new mission.  The result of this has 
been mission ambiguity, critical attitudes towards church decisions and a lack of 
congregational involvement in new initiatives.  Mirroring the historical schismatic 
tendencies of the region, a number of families have opted to leave the church instead of 
working through these issues towards a positive solution.  This has created financial and 
relational stress for the remaining congregation, many of whom struggle with feelings of 
loss and disconnect as their friends move elsewhere.   
In addition, new and unique challenges are impacting AWC’s identity, mission 
and member participation levels.  These include theological diversity, aging covenant 
members
54
 and gender biases.   As new people from diverse denominational backgrounds 
have begun filling the leadership vacuum created by established members moving out of 
leadership, theological views on women, divorce, spiritual gifts and sacraments have 
become highly varied and, at times, conflicting.  This diversity has weakened the 
traditional “Wesleyan flavor” at the church, increasing the church’s identity anxiety.  
Problems have also arisen out of a lack of new covenant members as younger families, 
reticent to join the church due to its stance on alcohol or personal anti-establishment 
sentiments, become more active in the ongoing life of the church.  This limits the 
leadership of the church to a select group of older individuals who are routinely 
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“shuffled” through the leadership positions, many of whom burn out after years of toil 
without rest.  It must be noted that in the last two years, three men in their 30s have 
joined the church and are now on the board, foreshadowing a hopeful future. 
Thirdly, a subtle, yet pervasive, chauvinist attitude was revealed in the church 
early in Pastor Dan’s ministry.  In the past, when women at AWC had expressed a call 
into pastoral ministry, they were subsequently marginalized and rejected.  The AWC 
leadership board became predominately male, something that has yet to be corrected, and 
the overall feeling among women was one of disenfranchisement.  Women have 
expressed frustration over “the institutional misogynism that prevents the thoughts, 
initiatives and observations of women from being taken as seriously as their male 
peers.”55  As a result, female perspectives are not well-represented in the life of the 
church, despite the proliferation of female church attendees.  A glimmer of hope is 
emerging with the endorsement of a woman intern and ministerial student in 2015. 
Finally, it must be noted that without a change of heart in the congregation, I will 
likely resign my post, as my predecessors pastors Strange and Roloson did.  It is the 
pastor’s responsibility to discern his or her capacity for leading the congregation into the 
mission God has given.  A leader who is not able to facilitate an atmosphere where God’s 
Spirit can bring change in the congregation should make space for someone else who is 
more capable.  Ultimately, it does not matter whether the blame rests on a congregation 
that is unwilling to move forward or a pastor who lacks necessary skills needed to lead 
them in that way.  It is the pastor’s responsibility to recognize the impasse and create 
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space for a different leader.  Though it is my hope that AWC might move into a better, 
brighter spiritual future, it is not yet clear that the church is willing to move into a new 
missional future.  The church faces many challenges that are deeply ingrained and 
historical in nature; if I am not the person to facilitate this change, I will step aside for 
one who can.  
These challenges, along with the more general overarching realities discussed 
earlier, all contribute to the current cultural reality at AWC.  Addressing these challenges 
will require a theologically informed and personalized strategy.  The next two sections 
address these two issues respectively.   
Conclusion 
 
The predominant culture at AWC is still being shaped by the historical and 
cultural forces.  While new and younger leaders provide a glimmer of hope that a new 
culture can emerge, implementing it without driving away the former established 
leadership and further dividing the church is unlikely without intentional focus and 
attention.  While new ministry initiatives have helped push the church towards the 
community, this has occurred mostly at the programmatic level.  Relationally, the church 
continues to distance itself from the community both physically and emotionally.  Lately, 
relational tension has begun to emerge within the congregation as newer members push 
for ongoing change and established members express a sense of loss over what has been.  
The recent inability to build a new church outside of town combined with the missional 
emphasis of the current pastor has created a crisis of identity, with theological diversity, 
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gender biases and membership challenges adding to its complexity.  If a culture of 
compassionate witness is going to replace consumerism the church cannot turn inward 
again.  Instead, it must shed the old paradigm and enter into a new and unfamiliar 
existence as a missional church.  This is the impetus of this study with the goal that the 
church can develop a process for moving into a new missional future, form a new identity 
and realize its mission in the midst of challenging cultural realities.   
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CHAPTER 2 
 
A REVIEW OF PERTINENT LITERATURE 
 
 
 The problematic nature of AWC’s self-interested culture and the necessity of 
transitioning it into a missional future are clearly revealed through critical theological 
examination.  The congregation’s current disengagement from mission is a direct result 
of the individual’s deep-seated, yet unbiblical belief that the church is there to “feed me.”  
The relational dysfunction between the church and its surrounding communities derives 
from its institutional theological misunderstanding about the nature and purpose of 
conversion.  Instead of seeing conversion as the beginning of a process that draws the 
unbeliever into the believing community, the people of AWC have come to view 
salvation as a strictly personal and momentary experience.  Furthermore, this 
individualistic notion of conversion has turned the concept of discipleship into a spiritual 
buffet, where the individual selects his or her own discipleship path according to personal 
tastes instead of striving with others for the furtherance of the gospel.  As a result, the 
witness of the church has been compromised as its people have disconnected from one 
another and the community.  Just as critical exegetical work has revealed the extent of the 
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church’s struggles, theological work can reveal what must be done for the church to 
move forward in joy and love.  To that end, this chapter will examine the following four 
areas of theological foci in order to achieve the goal of this project: consumerism and the 
commodification of religion, the nature of conversion, discipleship’s form and function, 
and the church’s mission in witness.   
 
Consumerism’s Impact on the Practice of Christian Faith 
 
 In 1952, H. Richard Niebuhr provided fresh language to articulate the potential 
ways Church and culture interact.
1
  While additional options have been presented since 
that time, the basic points of contention have remained the same as many churches 
struggle to thrive, or even survive, amidst a shifting culture.  Contemporary culture, with 
its threatening aspects, has become an easy target for the Church as traditional faith 
practices break down.  Both reactionary fundamentalists and evangelicals—dismayed by 
the current culture’s philosophies of consumerism and relativism—have adopted 
Niebuhr’s motif of Christ against culture and have actively dissociated themselves from 
the world in which they live.   
In his book, Consuming Religion, Miller attempts to avoid this conflict by 
focusing on the fate of the church within a consumeristic culture that is neither “entirely 
Christian in its logic nor entirely alien.”2  Miller’s goal is to help Christian theology 
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respond to consumer culture by “attending to the structures and practices that connect 
belief to daily life, attend to the lived, everyday theology of believing communities, and 
adopt the task of helping communities preserve and sustain their traditions in the face of 
the erosions of globalizing capitalism.”3 He accomplishes this by exploring “how 
consumer culture changes our relationship with religious beliefs, narratives, and 
symbols”4 concluding that consumerism itself is not the problem.  The true problem lies 
in the way its philosophy re-interprets the meaning and value ascribed to things, practices 
and even people. 
The primary challenge theology faces in a consumeristic culture is the 
reinterpretation of its various elements.  Miller elaborates on his thesis noting, “When 
beliefs are readily embraced in abstraction from their traditional references and contexts, 
it is less likely that they will impact the concrete practice of life.”5  A belief that once was 
firmly attached to a specific meta-narrative becomes an independent free-floating 
variable decoratively attached to other narratives in ways that are foreign and even hostile 
to the original meta-narrative.  For example, the Christian symbol of the cross in its 
original context points irrefutably towards the sacrifice, suffering and death of Jesus 
Christ.  Abstracted from Christ’s suffering, it stands as a feel-good memento on T-shirts, 
jewelry and gang tattoos.  Its original meaning is lost, only to be replaced by new, 
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worldly definitions of power and prosperity that stand in stark contrast to the Gospel 
message. 
In this mutable and ever-shifting world, it is impossible to interact with 
everything in its original and/or intended context.  The internet has made the world a 
smaller and more accessible place, spewing old concepts and ideas into new contexts.  
Technology has become an indispensable means of communication—even within 
services at AWC—making it difficult to avoid falling prey to these “commercialized” 
forms of interpretation.  Miller cautions that the problem with consumer culture is “that 
believers encounter the elements of tradition in an abstract, fragmented form and are 
trained to engage them as passive consumers.”6  While overcoming these obstacles is not 
impossible, doing so requires more ingenuity and insight in denominations that do not 
rely on a traditional liturgy to guide their worship practices.  Participating in consumer 
culture is unavoidable; however, the challenge lies not in the means of participation but 
in its manner.   
Divorcing belief from its historical anchor and everyday practice is the subtle 
poison of consumerism.  The visible impact of consumerism at AWC has been clear as 
church doctrines degenerate into abstract statements of belief instead of growing into a 
practical understanding of reality, and Christian piety is transformed from a way of living 
into a personalized code of ethics.  While congregants confess these statements of belief, 
their lives may show no evidence of change despite clear conflict between what they have 
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said and what they continue to do.  Miller suggests that the way forward is not 
establishing stricter codes of conduct or higher expectations, but rather shifting the 
church’s attention to the places, traditions and practices where people are living out their 
faith.
7
 
This commodification of religious practices isolates people from God’s story of 
redemption throughout human history and creates a false dichotomy between faith and 
everyday life.  Miller describes the reason for this as an absence of trust between church 
members who feel they must come to Sunday services with “happy masks” because it is 
not safe to share their real lives.  Even though these people believe in concepts of 
forgiveness and grace, they do not see where forgiveness and grace are being practiced 
within the church.  Failing to find acceptance, grace and forgiveness at church, they begin 
to feel spiritually inadequate.  This is exacerbated by the “celebrity pastor” phenomenon 
where the pastor is viewed as having ultimate spiritual insight and knowledge.  These 
factors lead congregants to imagine they are incapable of knowing religious truth apart 
from “purchasing” it from church attendance, reading the latest Christian book or 
participating in other faith activities when they are in the presence of a “religious expert.”  
When left to their own spiritual devices, they become isolated, misguided and even 
deeply angry at the church that failed them. 
 Isolation, and the inability to find deep relationship at church, leads people into 
religious bricolage.  (Sociologist Robert Wuthnow defines bricolage as “the joining 
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together of seemingly inconsistent, disparate components.”8)  Miller argues that the 
implication of this bricolage is that “in the process of retrieval, symbolism is freed from 
its communal and institutional infrastructure” and, consequentially, “religion is rendered 
increasingly private and individual.”9  This powerful, undirected individualism 
diminishes the communal strength of the church by subjecting its corporate mission to 
personal whimsy rather than identification with God’s reconciliatory work.  Sadly, this 
describes the climate at AWC.  Ideally, a balance would be achieved wherein these 
destructive forces were cast aside to make room for a culture where spiritually 
strengthening the individual is seen as a side effect of participating in the church’s 
corporate work, rather than as the sole purpose for its existence.  
New ways of expressing faith must be developed in order to live out the gospel 
without being subsumed in the culture of consumerism.  Miller reminds his readers, “We 
face a cultural infrastructure that is capable of absorbing all other cultures as ‘content’ to 
be commodified, distributed and consumed.”10  For the church to avoid becoming simply 
another commodity, Miller argues theology and faith must engage the culture at the 
“level of practices, and structures rather than meanings and beliefs.”11  To do this, 
hierarchy and membership commitments within the church must be replaced with new 
concepts of shared leadership and relational accountability.  Developing communal 
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practices around sacraments, collective worship services and fellowship meals will likely 
prove more effective at addressing these consumerist issues than either good preaching or 
teaching.  Of course, this is easier to do within liturgical communities like the Catholic 
tradition from which Miller writes, where group interactions are both required and 
defined.  Encouraging congregations to build community around shared interpretations of 
symbols and sacraments will be more challenging in churches like The Wesleyan Church, 
which lack liturgical traditions and view symbolism with suspicion.   
Conversion 
 The Wesleyan Church has historically used the term “salvation” in place of 
“conversion,” emphasizing it as a personal and punctiliar event while using the “number 
of persons saved” reported in each year’s statistical report to evaluate its churches.  This 
notion of salvation as a punctiliar event stands in sharp contrast to the fact that many of 
the people recently reported by the church as “saved” did not have a moment-in-time 
experience, such as a personal crisis or altar call response.  For these people, the salvation 
experience was more gradual; simply put, they grew into their relationship with Jesus.   
Richard Peace expands the church’s understanding of conversion in Conversion in 
the New Testament: Paul and the Twelve by elevating the value of these Christians’ 
experience.  In exploring the biblical nature of conversion, Peace concludes that there is 
no single determinative pattern for conversion.  Instead, the New Testament places its 
emphasis on the content of conversion as opposed to the experience of conversion.
12
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Using the Gospel of Mark, Peace illustrates how the twelve Disciples experienced 
conversion as a process that took place throughout their time with Jesus.   He argues that 
“a proper biblical understanding of conversion will enable us to understand in a new way 
how the Twelve came to faith,” thereby providing an alternative process-pattern of 
conversion.
13
 This has significant implications for the way we record conversions and 
understand evangelism and discipleship.  The pattern put forth by Peace is consistent in 
the experiences of both the Disciples and the Apostle Paul and includes three 
movements—seeing, turning and transformation.14   
Seeing requires that an internal understanding of one’s own sinful condition be 
accompanied by a right understanding of Jesus.  It is necessary that this understanding be 
in place before turning and transformation can begin.  Peace is emphatic, “A person will 
not (or for that matter cannot) turn without the motivation to turn, without some reason to 
change the direction of his or her life in terms of religious commitment.”15  Seeing 
provides a person with important new information regarding reality, and positions them 
to make a decision.  While this does happen instantaneously, as with Paul, seeing can also 
take place over a longer period of time.  For some, the gradual nature of their revelation 
means that their moment of decision may arrive long after they have begun participating 
in church life.  
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The second step of conversion—turning, or repentance—is a two-fold process.  
Turning towards someone, in this case Jesus, requires turning away from something else 
such as sin and self.  Peter preached at Pentecost, “Repent, then, and turn to God so that 
your sins may be wiped out” (Acts 3:19).16  Peace notes, “A person cannot experience 
Christian conversion without an encounter (in one way or another) with Jesus and a 
turning to him.”17  In a denomination where camp meetings are still normal, this 
encounter is essential; however, under Wesleyan doctrine, a person is not thought to have 
had an encounter with Jesus unless they face the reality of their sin.   Although Peace 
provides invaluable insight concerning conversion he does not address the topic of sin 
except by way of transformation.  The strong history of revivalism in The Wesleyan 
Church discourages speaking of conversion without addressing the issue of sin directly.  
In order to apply Peace’s theological insights at AWC, it will be necessary to both supply 
additional information on the substitutionary atonement of Christ as well as expand on 
the notion of repentance and turning from sin to God. 
While seeing provided the nascent believer with foundational understanding, it is 
an encounter with Jesus that unveils profound new insights into the nature of salvation.  
Throughout the process of conversion, and especially at the moment of repentance, it is 
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helpful to remember this insight.
18
  Remembering elicits faith which then enables one to 
receive forgiveness and sanctification.  Examining the story of the woman Jesus healed 
from bleeding, (Mark 5:25-34) Peace notes that while it is Jesus’ power that ultimately 
heals her body, “it is her faith that causes her to call upon that power.”19   Seeing brought 
her awareness of her need and Jesus’ ability to help, but it is the insight that comes with 
turning that gave her the faith to reach out and touch her Lord.  When faith reaches, Jesus 
responds.   
Without this powerful insight to awaken a person into a new reality faith never 
fully develops.  This is the case at AWC, where much of the congregation has 
unknowingly promoted faithless salvation experiences that are devoid of this key insight.  
While most people within the church have assented to a set of beliefs and prayed a prayer 
of faith, many do not show evidence that they have experienced the insight that would 
awaken faith and empower them to live the very things they have confessed to believe.  
With the emphasis placed on instantaneous and punctiliar conversion by both the local 
church and larger denomination, the people of AWC have remained unaware of the depth 
of their spiritual need.  In order for the congregation to grow in faith, its members must 
first recognize that they lack it.   
 Transformation is the final step in the conversion process and it is necessary for 
the life of the believer to become defined by witness and discipleship.  Following the 
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disciples’ journey with Jesus through Mark’s gospel Peace describes four essential steps 
for cultivating discipleship: self-sacrifice, the power of God, community and service.  He 
notes, “Discipleship begins (…) with the act of turning from rebellion against God (self-
denial) and accepting instead God’s will and way (cross-bearing).”20  It is the power of 
God that enables this transformation to occur as His Spirit nurtures the believer’s faith, 
thus re-enforcing the new identity of being in Christ.  It is not enough, however, for the 
individual to be reconciled to God; incorporating the believer into the body of Christ 
must be physically realized through his or her participation in the local church 
community.  Peace cautions that discipleship requires a community of believers who 
encourage and hold the convert accountable, stating, “To be a disciple is impossible on 
one’s own.”21  As believers serve together within the community, the process of 
conversion comes full circle as they reach out to show God’s love to others in the same 
manner that they first received it. 
In developing this biblical understanding of soteriology, Peace connects the 
concept of conversion more directly to those of discipleship, sanctification and the 
kingdom of God by giving strong evidence that conversion is not an event so much as a 
process. His theological work gives linguistic substance to the type of conversion many 
believers at AWC still need to experience.  At AWC, the emphasis on punctiliar 
conversion and the lack of insight in the conversion process has created a spirit of apathy 
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towards communal practices of faith. Many people do not feel the need to worship with 
others regularly, instead believing they can worship more honestly on their own.  This, 
coupled with individualistic notions of discipleship, has created a situation where the 
lives of believers are not transformed thus leaving the conversion process unfinished.   
Discipleship 
 While it is tempting to treat conversion and discipleship as separate entities, they 
are components in the same work of grace and must be viewed as part of a continuum 
that leads the believer towards God.  This section reviews two resources that will help 
solidify this connection—Dallas Willard’s The Divine Conspiracy and Wesley’s 
Methodist Societies History, Nature and Design.  Each provides a distinct yet 
complimentary model for practicing discipleship within the church.   
The Heart of the Gospel is Discipleship 
 
True discipleship equips the believer to naturally impact the surrounding world in 
the name of God.  This is neither optional nor an amenity, nor is it a mere condiment for 
the gospel that can be used or discarded in accordance with the believer’s personal 
preferences.  Instead, as Willard notes: “Discipleship to Jesus [is] the very heart of the 
gospel.”22  When stripped of discipleship, the gospel does nothing to address the 
problems of the world we live and work in, and so becomes too small to be the gospel of 
Jesus Christ.   
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 Beginning with the Beatitudes, Willard fleshes out a picture of spiritual formation 
that challenges the church’s current notions of acceptable religious practice.  Refusing to 
moralize or idealize Jesus’ teaching, Willard points out that the Sermon on the Mount 
describes a progressive journey of discipleship by illustrating how Jesus applied the 
nature of God’s Kingdom to everyday life.  He explains, “The various scenes and 
situations (…) are actually stages in a progression toward a life of agape love.”23  
Willard’s profound insight into the Sermon on the Mount connects Jesus’ teaching to the 
Pauline corpus by elevating the miracles and parables contained therein from illustrative 
anecdotes to practical instructions.  The challenge in applying these instructions at AWC 
is that most people are not open to this kind of radical “reframing” of Jesus’ teaching on 
discipleship.  The church's current emphasis on accruing spiritual knowledge purely for 
personal betterment has led to a culture where "advanced" believers, considering 
themselves to be biblically learned, are resistant to concepts that appear to contradict 
those they have already adopted as truth.  Helping these believers rediscover newness of 
faith again through mentoring relationships in small groups will hopefully allow them to 
experience God’s power at work in ways that are new and life-giving. 
 Following his exploration of the Sermon, Willard moves to applying the blueprint 
to the life of modern-day disciples.  He defines a disciple, or apprentice, as, “someone 
who has decided to be with another person, under appropriate conditions, in order to 
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become capable of doing what the person does or to become what that person is.”24  To 
become a disciple of Jesus Christ, the believer must spend time with Him.  Willard 
asserts that the best way to accomplish this is through prayer and solitude which he 
describes as, “basic for growth of the human spirit, for they form an appropriate context 
for listening and speaking to God.”25   The arena of discipleship is the whole of a 
disciple’s daily life, meaning all things are related to one’s relationship with Christ.26  
Compartmentalization is anathema; all is exposed and vulnerable to the teacher. 
The contrast between the practice of discipleship at AWC and what Willard 
proposed is immediately apparent.  Where the people of AWC seek out instruction from 
religious experts, Willard makes it clear that disciples do not have to be in the presence of 
such people to be discipled, but they must be in the presence of Jesus.  Willard admits 
that he is not advocating for something new, but for something old that has been 
forgotten.  In so doing he draws upon the examples of Saint Benedict, Thomas Aquinas, 
and Saint Ignatius—church fathers whose insights and theological work are largely 
unfamiliar to the average attendee at AWC.
27
  In translating these ancient practices into 
modern usage, it would be helpful to refer to additional, modern examples to illustrate 
these concepts.  Such examples would give church members a context through which 
they may come to understand discipleship as Willard describes it. 
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 Living vulnerable to Jesus is an intentional decision requiring belief in the value 
of making such a commitment as well as in its cost.  “We do not drift into discipleship!” 
warns Willard.
28
  Instead, discipleship is something to which we must intentionally 
surrender.  Willard maintains that every follower of Jesus has an obligation to 
intentionally engage in spiritually formative practices, a belief that stands in stark 
contrast to the spirit of passive consumption that predominates at AWC.  He suggests the 
goal of discipleship is that “[our] understanding of what it is really to trust Jesus Christ, 
the whole person, with our whole life, would make the call to become his whole-life 
apprentice the natural next step.”29 
 Willard concludes his treatise with practical instruction on disciple-making within 
the church.  The greatest challenge one will face while seeking to make disciples is 
overcoming institutional systems that inhibit belief in Jesus as Master.  Until a person’s 
belief system is open to Jesus occupying the ultimate throne of knowledge and power, 
one cannot be His disciple.  Willard notes the tension between beliefs and mere 
statements of belief, claiming that we “always live up to – or down to – our beliefs” 
despite our professions to the contrary.
30
  The church’s task in making disciples is to 
instill its members with Kingdom beliefs that are then translated into Kingdom actions of 
obedience.  The most natural way to go about this task is using spiritual disciplines in an 
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intentional training regimen amidst the realities of everyday life.
31
  Discipleship happens 
best when the believer intentionally incorporates the regular practice of spiritual 
disciplines within the normal routines of family, work and recreation.  In this way, 
discipleship ceases to be a reachable goal and becomes the natural habit of our lives.   
Discipleship is Working Out Salvation 
 
 Wesley, the founder of Methodism and its offshoots, changed the religious 
landscape of England and America.  Wesley’s movement within the Anglican Church 
was structured to develop habits of accountability and holy living.  So regular were his 
methods of discipleship that he and his followers were labeled “Methodist” as a term of 
derision.
32
  One of Wesley’s lasting legacies is the pattern of discipleship he developed 
using small groups with high accountability and formal structuring to disciple his 
followers.
33
 
 Wesley believed that the evidence of conversion was found in the transformed life 
of a convert.  He categorized the evidence of salvation under three headings: doing no 
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harm, doing good, and attending on the ordinances of God.
34
  In “doing no harm” 
followers were not only to avoid explicit evil but also to abstain from cultural maladies 
including drinking, gambling, black market purchases and fighting.  Wesley even went so 
far as forbidding the wearing of “superfluous adornment,” and singing songs and reading 
books that did not promote love of God.
35
  Likewise, “doing good” meant not only 
showing generosity and kindness towards others, but embodying the ethic of love in all 
dealings that “by all possible diligence and frugality, the gospel be not blamed.”36  Lastly, 
there was an expectation of Methodists to devote themselves to attending services, 
listening to sermons, participating in the sacraments, studying the Scripture and 
practicing other spiritual disciplines such as fasting or abstinence.
37
  Members who failed 
to follow these expectations would first be reproved privately by the leader, then publicly 
in the class meeting.  Finally, if they failed to show improvement they would be expelled 
from the body. 
 Wesley believed that the justified believer should exemplify holy living.  His 
views on entire sanctification were practically shaped by the accountability and support 
his small groups provided.  Wesley believed that apart from intentional connection with 
other believers a person would inevitably fall back into “sinful lifestyles.”  He observed 
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those who failed to join in the society and class groups “grew faint in their minds, and fell 
back into what they were before.”38  Therefore, he encouraged the earliest Methodists; 
“Strengthen you one another.  Talk together as often as you can.  And pray earnestly with 
one and for one another that you may ‘endure to the end and be saved.”39  In Wesley, as 
well as in Willard, there is a clear and compelling warning about the state of the isolated 
and independent believer.  In a church that takes pride in its historical roots, recalling the 
instructions of the denomination’s founder is likely to be helpful in convincing some 
members who have retreated from the community to return to community.   
 Wesley’s pattern of discipleship in small groups helped the Methodists to realize a 
practical outworking of their salvation instead of merely increasing their knowledge of 
God.  The small groups created trust within the community and fostered fellowship where 
accountability was seen as liberating instead of restrictive.  The personal connections 
formed through small group discipleship easily translated into a culture of compassionate 
witness as people lived out their faith in sight of those closest to them.   In Wesley’s day, 
knowing one’s neighbor was not a luxury so much as a necessity.  In a society where long 
toil brought limited rewards, people were often dependent upon one another for their very 
survival.  This does not hold true in today’s communities.   America’s shift away from an 
agricultural to an industrial/technological society allowed households to become 
conceptually self-sufficient.  People stick to themselves, resulting in communities where 
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neighbors often do not know each other’s names, much less share anything significant.  
This cultural disconnect extends into the church where attendees no longer feel the need 
for intimate community.  This, coupled with the rise of individualism, makes it difficult 
to recruit people into intimate small groups where confession and accountability is 
expected.  When small groups are formed, they often become closed communities that 
only provide intimacy and accountability within an exclusive sphere.  
Witness 
 Upon examination, it becomes easy to see how conversion and discipleship 
naturally fit together; however, witness is typically identified as a separate and unrelated 
action.
40
   This disrupts the normative pattern scripture describes for followers of Jesus. 
The contributors to The Study of Evangelism give theological justification for rejoining 
witness to conversion and discipleship.  N. T. Wright then builds a case for witness as 
spreading hope in the world.  Lastly, Mortimer Arias builds on this foundation 
connecting witness to the Kingdom of God and its implications on the nature of our 
witness.  In each case, the understanding of witness has been shaped by an understanding 
of salvation and discipleship leading to a missional application. 
A Theology of Witness 
 Chilcote and Warner describe how evangelism is an essential aspect of 
discipleship in their anthology The Study of Evangelism: Exploring a Missional Practice 
of the Church.  Though this paper will concentrate on selected essays by David Bosch, 
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William Abraham, Lesslie Newbigin, George Hunsberger, Darrel Guder and Ron Sider, 
the complete work provides an overview of various theological approaches to evangelism 
and explores the practice in various historical, ecclesial and cultural settings. It concludes 
by tracking current trajectories in evangelism. 
 Bosch begins the discussion by carefully articulating the inter-relations between 
evangelism and mission and outlining four prominent positions taken on the matter.  He 
then provides an eight-fold description of evangelism, concluding with his own definition 
predicated on the relationship between evangelism and discipleship.  He concludes:  
Evangelism may be defined as that dimension and activity of the church’s 
mission which seeks to offer every person, everywhere a valid opportunity 
to be directly challenged by the gospel of explicit faith in Jesus Christ with 
a view to embracing him as Savior, becoming a living member of his 
community, and being enlisted in his service of reconciliation, peace, and 
justice on earth.
41
 
 
Bosch insists on evangelism that enlists new disciples into the mission of the Church in 
society.  He deems anything less as counter-evangelism claiming, “Whenever the church 
invites people to take refuge in the name of Jesus without challenging the dominion of 
evil, it becomes a countersign of the Kingdom.”42  Bosch points towards a Kingdom-
centered evangelism that moves individuals from self-centered living to living for God 
and others.   
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 Abraham furthers the conversation by claiming that evangelism should be a 
“polymorphous ministry aimed at initiating people into the kingdom of God.”43  He 
critiques Wesley’s ambivalence about the influence of the enlightenment on his 
methodologies which resulted in later generations of Methodism in America being eroded 
by the forces of modernity.  As a result, notes Abraham, “evangelism has been 
disconnected both intellectually and institutionally from the life of the church (.…) 
reduced to forms of social action (…) and manipulative schemes of conversion.”44   
In order for a biblical form of evangelism to re-emerge, a return to the gospel 
narrative of Jesus and the events of His life must shape the evangelist and the content of 
evangelism.  Abraham argues that too much emphasis has been placed on the evangelist’s 
proclamation instead of his or her transformed life.  Establishing shared life between 
evangel and proselyte is necessary, especially when conversion is viewed as a process 
instead of an event.  This type of demonstrative evangelism marries proclamation with 
social action as converts are asked to engage their world with a gospel supported 
intellectually, morally, and spiritually by the evangel in real time.
45
   Abraham does not 
explore how this is practically applied, but points to the necessity of a holistic approach 
to compassionate witness. 
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Leslie Newbigin is helpful in describing what evangelism should look like as he 
grapples with the realities of secular culture and the gospel message.  He contends that if 
the church were to fully embrace the gospel message, evangelism would be spontaneous 
due to authentic demonstrations of God’s Kingdom in the here and now.  He suggests: “If 
the church is faithfully living the true story, the evangelistic dialogue will be initiated not 
by the church but by the one who sees the presence of a new reality and wants to inquire 
about its secret.”46  A church that lives out the gospel will do so in three ways:  shared 
life, actions, and words that interpret the actions.  In this context, the shared life of an 
evangelistic community will exemplify praise for God, compassion for others and an 
ethic of love that shapes relationships.  The acts of such a community inevitably spring 
out of Jesus’ actions as illustrated in the Gospels.  Any words interpreting these actions 
must clarify that Christ is their source and provide clear instruction on how others can 
join the community of faith.
47
   
George Hunsberger continues the discussion by exploring the biblical warrant for 
evangelism and its implications.  Instead of interpreting the evangelism passages found in 
Matthew 28:19-20 and Acts 1:8 as commands, Hunsberger, following Newbigin and 
Guder, describes evangelism as a gift and part of the new identity received with the Holy 
Spirit.  “Evangelism ought to be a spontaneous expression, produced by the Spirit and 
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born of the overflowing of what comes from knowing the good news,” writes 
Hunsberger.
48
  As a spiritual gift, the act of evangelism blesses the one who witnesses as 
well as those that are witnessed to.  By watching the gospel convict and affirm others we 
are convicted and affirmed, allowing evangelism to become discipleship for all involved.   
The blessing of evangelism reinforces the identity of the church as a witnessing 
community.  Hunsberger concludes: “It is essential to a church’s identity that it be a 
living embodiment of the gospel demonstrating by word and deed what it means to 
believe and hope in the gospel.”49  Failure to embody evangelism as part of a church’s 
identity is to reject the gift of the Spirit who persistently acts to shape the church into a 
compassionate witnessing community.   
David Bosch addresses this shaping of the church in witness in his exploration of 
the Great Commission.  Through exegesis of the classic missionary passage in Matthew, 
he provides a better understanding of the structure of mission in evangelism.  Rejecting a 
narrow geographical focus, Bosch instead points to the urgency of making disciples 
wherever they may be recruited.  He makes it clear that making disciples is not a 
temporary assignment but an invitation to journey through life together, much the same 
way as the disciples journeyed with Jesus.  Not only will one learn about Jesus, he or she 
will learn from Jesus the new ethic of love which reshapes how a disciple relates to both 
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God and others.  As Bosch notes, this requires being “incorporated into God’s new 
community through baptism and to side with the poor and the oppressed.”50  As a result, 
mission and evangelism are always done in the presence of God making them 
contextually relevant, ongoing in both convert and evangelist, and incarnational and 
communal in nature.
51
   
Darryl Guder explores the substance of incarnational evangelism by stressing the 
connection between the message, messenger and communication of the message.  All are 
inextricably linked to the “life, death and resurrection of Jesus Christ” who, as the 
Incarnation provides the pattern for our incarnation of the gospel.
52
  While evangelistic 
scripts abound in today’s church, uniform presentations of the gospel are impossible due 
to the particularities of the messenger and people receiving the message.  Guder notes: 
“The indigenization and contextualization of Christian witness are then rightly seen as the 
necessary consequences of the Incarnation of Christ.”53  How one lives the gospel 
personally is as important to the gospel as the Scripture and words used in 
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communicating the gospel.
54
   It is impossible for evangelists to share a gospel of love 
without loving their neighbors as themselves.   
The holistic nature of salvation is the topic of Sider’s article relating evangelism 
with social justice and salvation.  In an effort to bridge the divide between social justice 
and evangelism, Sider pushes for a view of salvation that extends beyond an individual 
experience.  Instead, he argues for evangelism that invites individuals to join the work of 
social justice and salvation.  Sider refuses to divide the responsibility of the church to call 
people to personal faith in Christ from its work promoting justice in society.  He writes: 
“Evangelism and social action are equally important, but quite distinct aspects of the total 
mission of the church.”55  As with Wesley, Sider establishes a direct association between 
the personal and social responsibilities of the convert in response to God’s grace.   
The selected authors illustrate that evangelism is an invitation to journey from a 
self-centered life to an others-centered life that finds its location and power in the 
Kingdom of God.  Such a life is not solitary, but shared in community through actions 
and words.  Evangelism is a gift from God that connects us with others on the journey of 
life, continually re-evangelizing both convert and evangelists as they share life together.  
Due to the personal and contextual realities of differing communities there is no single 
formula for evangelism, however, there will always be a two-fold emphasis on the 
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church’s internal vertical relationship with God through Christ and its horizontal, 
interpersonal relationship with society in which it exists.   
While the contributors to The Study of Evangelism provide a holistic definition of 
evangelism, there is little emphasis on the work of the Spirit or the role of prayer in 
evangelism.  Granted, their main concern is to provide an intellectual definition rather 
than a pragmatic program for evangelism; however, without practical application such 
intellectual definitions become useless tools within the church.  As a result the strong 
theological foundation of this resource must be paired with other, more pragmatic sources 
that will help apply these rich insights in praxis.   
Witnesses to Hope 
 N. T. Wright suggests the result of compassionate witness is hope in his 
examination of the gospel, the church and its mission.  By exploring eschatology, N. T. 
Wright examines the true intentions of the gospel, challenging the widespread cultural 
notion that it is about being forgiven for personal sins so you can go to heaven when you 
die.  Instead, he argues the gospel offers a completely different worldview for life based 
on the reality of the resurrection.  “Hope,” he writes, “is what you get when you suddenly 
realize that a different worldview is possible (...) the same worldview shift that is 
demanded by the resurrection of Jesus is the shift that will enable us to transform the 
world.” 56  While N. T. Wright’s eschatological focus may seem unrelated to issues of 
mission and evangelism, he soon makes it clear that eschatology is the primary influencer 
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of the church’s missiology.  He believes that most Christians are asking the wrong 
questions about death and resurrection.  Instead of focusing on “the question of which 
human beings God is going to take to heaven and how is going to do it,” N. T. Wright 
suggests the correct action is to focus “on the question of how God is going to redeem 
and renew his creation through human beings and how he is going to rescue those 
humans themselves as part of the process but not as the point of it all.”57   
 N. T. Wright’s insistence on asking the right questions gives the Church an 
unexpected foothold as it seeks to get its mission straight.
58
 Ultimately, the Church’s 
mission is about enabling people to become more fully human than they were before 
entering into relationship with Christ so they can uphold the biblical mandate of “looking 
after creation, of bringing order to God’s world, of establishing and maintaining 
communities.”59  In this view, salvation is not so much about saving your soul as about 
being made whole that one might be able to participate in the stewarding of God’s 
creation as part of His Kingdom.  Once made whole, the believer is able to live out the 
realities of God’s Kingdom in the present world, bearing clear witness to the power of 
God’s reign by confronting injustice, loving the marginalized and generating a new 
community of hope.   
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His treatise concludes by highlighting how the church avoids three problems 
when evangelism is biblically refocused in this manner.  First, it avoids platonic dualism 
by embracing the goodness of God’s world, helping converts to say no to the corruption 
the world has fallen into without saying no to the world around them.  Secondly, it rejects 
the individualistic notion of faith and calls people into community with both God and the 
Church.  Thirdly, it escapes the deception of salvation as a “get out of hell free card” with 
no expectations for transformed living due to the emphasis on holy living as beneficial 
and normative of the good life in God’s kingdom.60   
N. T. Wright’s compelling new vision for evangelism is based on the central 
tenant of Christian faith: Jesus’ resurrection.  He presents a strong case and ties it 
together with practical applications for churches to consider, making his work 
particularly helpful in the task of presenting a gospel of compassionate witness to 
AWC—a church that has largely understood the gospel as salvation from sin and escape 
from hell.  While the change Wright describes is excellent, more material is needed to 
establish the best way to go about making that change in an established church.  
Announcing the Reign of God 
 Mortimer Arias helps Christians rediscover a passion for evangelism by focusing 
them on the Kingdom of God.  He suggests: “The vision of the reign of God can be the 
motivating force which takes us beyond the paralyzing effect of our contradictory and 
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worn out motivations.”61  Returning to the ministry of Jesus he describes how the reign of 
God impacted every aspect of Jesus’ message and life.  To live in the Kingdom of God is 
to existentially realize the divine gifts of propitiation, grace and life that are perpetually 
received.  Therefore, to announce the reality of God’s Kingdom is to invite converts to 
bear witness to the ongoing conversion in one’s own life that they might collectively 
experience the joys of the Kingdom.     
 Arias argues against a punctiliar understanding of conversion in favor of a 
“permanent process” whereby the believer is being evangelized in the midst of 
evangelizing.
62
  Participating in evangelism is essential to the healthy spiritual formation 
of the believer. Compassionate witness proclaims the Kingdom of God as a gift, as well 
as hope and challenge, and establishes these components in the life of the evangelist.
63
   
Failing to witness about the Kingdom’s reality and denounce the systems and structures 
that challenge it, means missing out on the full gifts of the Kingdom.  Compassionate 
witness is modeled on the person of Jesus, who saw the crowds as sheep without a 
shepherd and had compassion on them (Matthew 9:36).  As a result, it includes both 
ministering to the holistic needs of a person’s particular situation as well as sharing in 
Jesus’ concern for persons and his compassion for the crowd.64   
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Arius rightfully redirects the church to the importance of the Kingdom of God as 
the central topic of evangelism.  He does not neglect speaking about Jesus but instead 
provides a correction in how we speak about Him.  The result is that the presentation of 
the gospel must be focused on God’s gift instead of the sinner’s guilt.  This emphasis is 
critical in the evangelization of the marginalized who have been repeatedly reminded of 
their failures and sin.  However, Arius does not provide enough consideration on how to 
evangelize those who live in places of affluence and power.  He is largely silent on how 
one might evangelize the suburban middle-class—people who comprise the 
overwhelming majority of AWC’s membership.  To apply his insights at AWC, it will be 
necessary to overcome the socio-economic barriers that currently isolate its members 
from the poor.  Extrapolating the principles beyond economic barriers to address the 
spiritual poverty present in the Genesee Valley will also prove useful at AWC.  
Conclusion 
 The materials reviewed here demonstrate strong support for introducing a gospel 
of compassionate witness at AWC that will replace the intellectual and individually-
focused gospel that predominates.  Doing so, however, will require a more holistic 
understanding of conversion, discipleship and evangelism than any one of these texts can 
provide.  In order to introduce the new paradigm, it will be necessary to develop 
institutional structures in which the old paradigm can be safely challenged as a new 
contextual foundation is laid.  Building a coherent theological framework to support such 
an endeavor is the focus of the next chapter.  
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CHAPTER 3 
 
A KINGDOM THEOLOGY FOR DISCIPLESHIP AND WITNESS 
 
 
By their nature, conversion, discipleship and witness are experiential aspects of 
the Kingdom of God; tangible manifestations of God’s love as He interacts with His 
creation.  As Mortimer Arias notes, this is neither a human construction nor program but 
“God’s gift of grace.”1  Dallas Willard provides this helpful summary: “The gospel of the 
Kingdom is the availability of life from above through reliance upon Jesus, the Living 
One, and the Master of the Universe.  Those who receive this gospel, throwing 
themselves upon the mercy of the risen Christ, live in God’s action—which is grace 
moving in them.”2 
 Through the lens of Kingdom theology, it becomes clear that conversion, 
discipleship and witness are hallmarks of the Church’s participation in God’s work in the 
world.  As God reconciles the world through Christ (2 Corinthians 5:19), and creates a 
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community of believers in Jesus (Matthew 16:18, 2 Corinthians 5:19-20), His grace 
enables and sustains believers’ relationships with both Him and others.  While the people 
of God cannot themselves create the reality of His Kingdom on earth, He makes it 
possible for them to experience its corporate joys through His grace.  Nowhere is this 
grace more evident than in the process of conversion, through which participants in the 
Kingdom of God are “transformed by the renewing of their minds” (Romans 12:1-2), into 
an acceptable community of worshippers.   
Conversion Beyond Belief 
In addressing the differences between punctiliar and process views of conversion, 
it is necessary to define “conversion” in its most basic form.  In the book of Acts, a 
Philippian jailer witnesses a terrifying, supernatural event that convinces him of the 
power of his prisoners’ God.  Pulled by a word from the brink of death, he falls to the 
ground before Paul and Silas and confronts them with this question—“What must I do to 
be saved?” (Acts 16:30).   
It seems like a simple question, yet while Paul’s answer is equally simple; 
“Believe in the Lord Jesus Christ and you will be saved – you and your household” (Acts 
16:31), conflict over differing interpretations of these concepts have torn churches 
asunder.  The Bible itself is somewhat vague in this matter.  Though it is clear that Paul 
and Silas spoke further with the jailer, the text does not define the “beliefs” the jailer 
came to embrace (Acts 16:32).  Therefore, it is the content of a “belief in Jesus” that the 
theology of conversion must define. 
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Historically, the Wesleyan Church’s understanding of conversion has been 
defined by the dramatic structure of camp meetings and the more recent evangelistic 
crusades like those conducted by Billy Graham.
3
  This has fostered within the church a 
proscriptive view of conversion that has more to do with emotional response than 
theology.  This is reflected in the church’s doctrine.  Wesleyans have always understood 
salvation as a free choice enabled by God’s prevenient grace afforded to humans through 
Christ’s death.  “We believe,” noted the 1943 Discipline, “We are accounted righteous 
before God only for the merit of our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ, by faith, and not our 
own works or deservings; Wherefore, that we are justified by faith only is a most 
wholesome doctrine, and very full of comfort.”4  However, it was not until 1984 that the 
Wesleyans made a clear statement about repentance and faith in the Discipline, adding a 
paragraph stating, “Faith…begins in the agreement of the mind and the consent of the 
will to the truth of the gospel, but issues in a complete reliance by the whole person in the 
saving ability of Jesus Christ and a complete trusting of oneself to Him as Savior and 
Lord.”5 
Thanks to these historical and doctrinal forces, conversion in the Wesleyan church 
has traditionally been interpreted as a single event that requires a time and date stamp, 
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much like Paul’s experience in Acts 9.  Defining conversion this way allows churches 
and denominations to easily track the number of people “saved” in a given year, thereby 
providing a statistical record of the church’s success.  Unfortunately, the information 
communicated by these statistics does not indicate the number of people actually 
following Jesus from day to day.  Furthermore, throughout the Gospels (John 6, Matthew 
8, Mark 4), Jesus does not seem to be concerned with the number of people following 
Him.  Instead, he focuses on the transformation of those followers. 
Limiting conversion to a single moment in one’s life has resulted in a church-
wide loss of relational consciousness.  Instead of helping people build their relationships 
with Jesus over time, the church pushes nascent believers to immediately “surrender to 
Jesus” whether or not they understand what that means.  The very people who would be 
aghast at the idea of someone engaging in physical intimacy before marriage are happy to 
have them jump straight into Jesus’ proverbial bed without any comprehension of His 
boundaries, background or expectations.  By making the rules for relationship with Christ 
different from those with other humans, the Church unwittingly created confusion 
amongst its people, devaluing the personhood of Jesus by reducing Him to a set of 
propositional truths one must accept as unquestioningly as math facts.   
Over-emphasizing the moment of Christ-acceptance not only reduces its relational 
value, it diminishes the gospel itself.  Narrowing the focus of conversion to a moment in 
time subliminally shifts the gospel’s focus from God’s grace to the ways salvation profits 
the individual.  As Darrell Guder elaborates: “The benefits of salvation are [then] 
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separated from the reason for which we receive[d] God’s grace in Christ: to empower us 
as God’s people to become Christ’s witnesses.  This fundamental dichotomy between the 
benefits of the gospel and the mission of the gospel constitutes the most profound 
reductionism of the gospel.”6  When rightly understood, conversion requires the 
activation of one’s entire mind, body and spirit—the very essence and fulfillment of 
one’s being.  Richard Foster notes that “trusting in Jesus is ultimately not a matter of the 
mind, but of the heart.”7  By emphasizing the holistic nature of conversion as a process 
that culminates in (rather than consists of) the acceptance of Christ as savior, the Church 
brings relationship with Jesus back to its center, making it possible to permanently graft 
new believers into the vine as described in John 15.  As William Abraham argues, 
initiation into God’s Kingdom cannot be reduced to church membership, mental assent to 
a set of beliefs, a change in moral behavior, an emotional or spiritual experience or social 
activism.
8
  Instead, it must be defined by an interpersonal love so living and active that it 
even astonishes those who live its reality every day. 
Linking conversion to transformation prepares the believer for the missional 
expectations of discipleship.  The Great Commission (Matthew 28:19) makes this 
connection by calling the church to “make disciples” instead of mere converts.  Likewise, 
Paul consistently reminded the Corinthians that their salvation was an ongoing reality and 
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not an historical event to be forgotten (1 Cor. 1:18; 15:2; 2 Cor. 2:15).
9
  Faith and belief, 
as used in the New Testament, are deeper concepts than those popularly used today.  The 
English words “belief,” “to believe,” and “faith” all are translated from the Greek noun 
pistis and the verb pisteuō.10  Scott Jones notes that “it is clearer in the Greek that, as an 
active commitment of one’s life to God, faith has an intellectual component—the assent 
to teaching—that invariably leads to an entire way of life.”11  Jones goes on to examine 
the nature of faith as described in the lives of the Old Testament heroes of Hebrews 11 
and concludes, “Faith, then, is much more than mental assent or a superficial prayer of 
commitment.  It involves a radical trust of the whole person in God and a commitment of 
one’s whole life to loving God and to loving all whom God loves.”12   
For most people, making a commitment of radical trust takes time.  The Disciples 
did not really understand Jesus nor did they fully commit to his teaching until they had 
spent considerable time in his presence.  Richard Peace points to the Disciples’ lives in 
Mark’s gospel as an illustration of the conversion process.  He notes, “the Twelve moved 
step-by-step from their limited, culturally biased assumptions about Jesus to a full 
theological understanding of who Jesus actually was” on a journey that included 
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“repentance, faith, and transformation, i.e., conversion.”13  It was along this journey that 
they realized they had “fallen in love with Jesus” and were willing to attach their lives 
permanently to his (Mark 8:29, John 11:16).  Even Wesley, who strongly emphasized the 
crisis moment of conversion, recognized that salvation is also a process.  In his sermon 
On Working Out Our Own Salvation he writes, “Salvation is carried on by ‘convincing 
grace’ (…) which brings a larger measure of self-knowledge, and a farther deliverance 
from the heart of stone.”14  Indeed, one of the great strengths of Wesleyan theology is its 
understanding of God’s action in the process of conversion as the outward manifestation 
of His prevenient grace. 
Expanding the concept of conversion beyond the initial commitment to follow 
Jesus unites it with discipleship.  Apart from this union, it is far too easy to fall into the 
revivalist tendency of equating salvation with simply “saying the prayer” as a means to 
escape hell.  Jesus, himself, points to analogies like a shepherd and his sheep (John 10), a 
road to be traveled (John 14) and a branch grafted into a vine (John 15) to illustrate the 
communal and relational nature of conversion.  Without an ongoing relationship with 
their caretaker the sheep will be picked off by predators, the traveler will become lost and 
the branch will wither and die.  Conversion is a process that generally culminates in a 
climactic moment which, in its turn, segues into the process of discipleship.  Scripture 
consistently weaves these two processes together as part of a single continuum.  Even the 
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story of the Philippian jailer does not end with a prayer.  Instead, it ends with him and his 
entire house being incorporated into the church through baptism, an event which both 
initiates his connection to other followers of Jesus and declares his ongoing intention to 
make the journey of faith (Acts 16:34). 
Formed in Relationship 
Understanding conversion as the believer’s initiation into relationship with God 
and His followers naturally leads the church to understand the necessity of spiritual 
formation within a relational context.  This relational formation is not a program or plan; 
it is a reflection of the Trinity and the way God interacts with His people.  The interaction 
between the Father, Son and Holy Spirit reveals an intentional effort to be in each other’s 
presence for support, direction and shared joy.  Early in his life, Jesus demonstrated his 
preference for being in his Father’s house (Luke 2:49) while both Father and Paraclete 
made a special appearance at the Son’s baptism (Luke 3:22).  Jesus was even known to 
leave his disciples in order to spend time in prayer and fellowship with the Father (Mark 
1:35; 6:46), describing himself and the Father as one (John 17:21).  Ultimately, Jesus 
prayed that believers would experience this same unity and intimacy; however, this can 
only happen when believers emulate the relational intentionality of the triune God. 
From Genesis to Revelation, Scripture continuously emphasizes the importance of 
communion with others.  It is God who determines that it is not good for Adam to be 
alone (Genesis 2:18), and God who extends his protective grace to Cain so that he might 
not be lost to relationship after the murder of his brother, Abel (Genesis 4:13-14).  The 
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great heroes of Genesis and Exodus—Noah, Abraham and Moses—serve God with the 
extensive help of their families through whom God’s mighty power is displayed.  
Scripture also addresses the issue of the faithful losing their relationships with both God 
and each other, and the dire consequences that befall as community breaks down.  The 
book of Judges is filled with horror stories about people who act purely for themselves 
despairing that “In those days Israel had no king; everyone did as he saw fit” (Judges 
21:25).  Israel is defeated by the Assyrians and Judah by the Babylonians, culminating in 
the destruction of the Temple and the Diaspora of the Jewish people (2 Chronicles 36:15-
20).  The Old Testament closes in a state of relational meltdown as the prophets call the 
people of Israel together to seek spiritual formation and the renewal of their community 
(Nehemiah and Ezra).   
God’s emphasis on relationships continues into the New Testament.  It is no 
accident that the first thing Jesus does in his ministry is develop a community of 
followers that he attaches to so deeply, he calls them his mother, brothers and sisters 
(Mark 3:34).  Jesus’ relational emphasis continued in the Early Church, who shared 
everything from their food and possessions to their scriptural study (Acts 2:42-47).  
When the time came for Paul to leave a community of believers, he encouraged them to 
meet together for spiritual formation and support (Acts 14:23).  Even the writer of 
Hebrews emphasizes the importance of being spiritually and personally formed through 
relationships, calling believers to “not give up meeting together, as some are in the habit 
of doing, but let us encourage one another” (Hebrews 10:25).  Finally, God’s written 
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story ends with a joyous vision of the wedding ceremony between Jesus and the Church 
in the New Jerusalem (Revelation 21:10).    
The Bible makes it clear that engaging in true relationship with both God and 
others carries tremendous transformational power.  Though Jesus spoke to many people 
throughout his three years of public ministry, he invested the majority of his time in a 
discrete group of twelve men.  During this time, Jesus worked to prepare the Disciples to 
build the church and carry on the mission once he had left them (Luke 10:23; 11:1; Mark 
4:34).  Even when the disciples failed to understand Jesus’ teaching (John 6:60), they still 
understood that being in his presence was the only way they would experience eternal life 
(John 6:68-69).  The disciples were so utterly changed by this time, that their mien made 
a deep, lasting impression on people like the Sanhedrin who saw their courage and took 
note that “they were unschooled ordinary men [who] had been with Jesus” (Acts 4:13).  
The Apostle Paul’s ministry was also predicated on spiritual formation in 
relationship.  Though Paul’s conversion story seems to emphasize a crisis experience, his 
transformation was completed in relationship with others like Ananias, who first meets 
with Paul to pray for him and welcome him into the fellowship of believers in Damascus 
(Acts 9:17).  Despite his conversion, Paul is first shunned by the disciples in Jerusalem 
who are afraid of him because of his past actions.  It is only through the advocacy of 
Barnabas that Paul is introduced to the Apostles in Jerusalem (Acts 9:27) and 
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incorporated into the body of the Church.  Barnabas  then invites Paul to Antioch (Acts 
11:26) where, through ministry, the two forged a deep friendship.
15
   
It is important to note that Paul was not originally the sole leader of the church but 
rather part of a team (Acts 13:1); possibly even a “junior-partner” to Barnabas, who 
receives lead billing.
16
  As the church in Antioch flourished, Paul grew spiritually and he 
began working out the theological ramifications of the Gentile/Jewish relationship.  The 
church recognized and supported Paul’s call to missions, and entrusted both him and 
Barnabas with representing them at the Jerusalem Council (Acts 15).  Udo Schnelle 
notes, “There can be no doubt about the special place of the Antioch church in the history 
of early Christian theology just as its influence on Paul is unquestioned.”17  By sending 
Paul and Barnabas on their first missionary journey, the church in Antioch elevated Paul 
into prominence in the wider Christian community.  The support and encouragement Paul 
received from this church provided him with a template he would follow in other cities 
with his protégés, Timothy and Titus.   
Both Jesus and the Apostle Paul provide biblical examples of the important role 
relationships play in spiritual transformation.  Both grew into ministry through their 
respective relationships, and both used relationships as their primary method for 
preparing their followers for their own ministries.  Church history also points to the 
                                                 
15
 The depth of Paul and Barnabas’ friendship is underscored by the description of its ending in 
Acts 15:39. 
 
16
 Rainer Riesner, Paul’s Early Period: Chronology, Mission Strategy, Theology (Grand Rapids, 
MI: Eerdmans, 1998), 271. 
 
17
 Udo Schnelle, Apostle Paul: His Life and Theology, trans.  M. Eugene Boring (Grand Rapids, 
MI: Baker Academic, 2005) 118. 
  
84 
 
importance of community for spiritual formation.  From the tiny house churches of Acts 
2 to the great cathedrals of the late Middle Ages, even unto the utilitarian spaces of the 
contemporary church, the faithful have always gathered together in community.  So 
strong was the Church’s emphasis on sodality, Augustine of Hippo taught that separation 
from the Church community equaled separation from God.
18
  The concept of community 
reached its apex with the monastics as Benedict encouraged monks to “remain where 
God placed you, to persist in community, even when the community did not please 
you.”19   
Within the traditional church, the concept of community was held sacrosanct.  It 
was not until after Reformation, and the subsequent Protestant upheaval, that the notion 
of individualized faith began to infiltrate the church.  The great thinkers of the 
Enlightenment glorified individuality of thought as they discarded “superstitious” 
traditions in favor of reason and the scientific method.  Their ideals of new democracy 
and liberalism saw their fulfillment in the birth of a new country, the United States of 
America, where all men were created equal and where the entities of Church and state 
were divided one from the other.  The individualism that gave rise to the American 
Revolution and the pioneers’ push to the west remains deeply ingrained within the 
culture, creating an untenable environment where individual believers cast themselves as 
the ultimate authority on all matters of faith.  
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Born into the Enlightenment, John Wesley became one of the most well-known 
proponents of relational formation through his revolutionary use of small groups for 
discipleship and accountability purposes.  Wesley was convinced that newly initiated 
followers of Jesus would abandon faith if left to struggle alone; therefore, he actively 
organized groups and required attendance for all Methodists.
20
  His intention was not 
simply to sustain a religious movement by retaining its adherents, but to facilitate a total 
transformation of the heart through sustained communal relationships.   
Wesley believed that becoming a follower of Jesus was to take responsibility to 
watch over other believers.  He advised new Methodists, “Strengthen you one another. 
Talk together as often as you can.  And pray earnestly with and for one another, that you 
may ‘endure to the end and be saved.’”21  Later, Dietrich Bonhoeffer would argue that 
spiritual formation happens best in relationship.  “Christianity means community through 
Jesus Christ and in Jesus Christ,” therefore, “Christians need others because of Jesus 
Christ.”22  Bonhoeffer believed that in others we experience Christ most clearly and 
through others we are shaped by Christ most effectively.  The discovery of Christ in 
others instead of inside one’s self is critical to the defeat of pride and selfishness.   
Without relationship it is not possible for iron to sharpen iron (Proverbs 27:17).   
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From Consumerism to Compassionate Witness 
A culture of relational discipleship does more than promote community: it mirrors 
the Trinity.  Paul reminded the Corinthians that “God was reconciling the world to 
himself in Christ…and he has committed to us the message of reconciliation.  We are 
therefore Christ’s ambassadors, as though God were making his appeal through us” (2 
Corinthians 5:19-20).  The scriptural mandate to be witnesses for Christ is not a job in 
which we are employed—it is an identity we must all embrace.  Unfortunately, many 
people at AWC have refused this identity, instead relegating it to the realm of 
professional pastors and missionaries.  This kind of widespread abdication turns people 
from god-believers into god-consumers who would rather passively receive the benefits 
of faith than to share them with others.  At AWC, this tends to manifest as a lack of 
interpersonal hospitality, resistance to volunteering, complaining about service styles and 
devoting the vast majority of both time and money to personal pleasures.  For the church 
to become relevant to the communities it serves, it must emerge as a place of worship, 
welcome and witness where the priorities of God and the priorities of His people are one 
and the same.   
Compassionate witness stands in frank opposition to the consumer mentality that 
is prevalent in the church today where even the essential practice of discipleship has 
become commoditized.  Tim Morey admits, “It is ironic, but helping people grow in 
Christ can become an impediment to mission.”23  This happens when discipleship shifts 
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away from personal transformation to learning information.  N.T. Wright challenges this 
shift, reminding believers, “There is ultimately no justification for a private piety that 
doesn’t work out in actual mission.”24  Even Paul’s famous “transformation” dictum in 
Romans 12:1-2 cannot be separated from the rest of the chapter where he explicitly 
addresses our relationships with others, especially those outside the church.  The point of 
personal transformation is not to prepare us for heaven; it is to make us authentic 
representatives of God’s love. 
Representatives of God testify concerning His character and desires.  To bear 
testimony or witness
25
 about God is to provide evidence from personal experience as to 
God’s character, action and desires. Compassionate witness, is the manifestation of God’s 
presence and grace through words and deeds of genuine love, concern and understanding 
that place the needs of others before one’s own. Scripture is replete with instructions on 
relating to others in love (1 John 4), sensitivity (1 Corinthians 10:32-33) and peace 
(Ephesians 4).  To that end, God has allowed himself to become needy, relying on the 
followers of Jesus to be his primary agents in communicating the gospel so that we might 
experience the fullness of his grace.  During this process, he makes it clear that the 
evangelist must give primacy to the needs of the evangelized that they, too, might 
understand the generosity of Christ.  Bonhoeffer declares that to embrace others is an act 
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of embracing Christ.
26
  Through compassionate witness, the act of loving God is made 
salient through the act of loving neighbor.    
 Embracing compassionate witness creates an embodied apologetic that is deeply 
appealing.  In this postmodern world, people want to know why they should care long 
before they ask whether or not it is true.  Morey explains, “If our witness is to be 
plausible in a postmodern world, our faith must be lived out in ways that show God’s 
compassionate heart.  It is not enough for us to talk about God’s love for the world—we 
have to enact it.”27  In order to fulfill the Great Commission, the church must become a 
witnessing community characterized by acts of compassion and proclamation, service 
and teaching, love and truth. 
 Moving from consumerism to compassionate witness is essential for the church 
that desires to be faithful to the Bible and their identity in Christ.  This transformation 
begins with right worship, is illustrated in welcoming others through a culture of 
hospitality and moves outward in compassionate witness.  This process continually 
repeats itself as compassionate witnesses bring new people into the community.  In order 
to support these cultural movements in a church a strong structure of relational support 
must be in place.  The structure best suited for such a purpose is the small group where 
shared accountability and ministry actually take place. 
 The move from consumerism to compassionate witness begins by embracing 
worship as a lifestyle, rather than an activity for Sunday morning.  While gathering for 
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corporate worship is an indispensable part of the church’s witness, no aspect of church 
life is more susceptible to consumerism than the Sunday morning worship service.  While 
I have never had a person come into my office and complain that the worship service did 
not make God feel good, I have received several complaints about the service not making 
individuals feel good.  In this way, consumerism infects worship by turning its focus 
away from God towards ourselves.  This is idolatry (Exodus 20:4-5).  As Alan Hirsch 
warns: “Consumerism has all the distinguishing traits of outright paganism—we need to 
see it for what it really is.” 28 
 Worship is witness.  When the people of God proclaim His goodness through 
word and song and deed, they bear witness to His ongoing presence and activity in the 
world.  When understood correctly, corporate worship becomes a place where everyday 
people experience healing, reconciliation, forgiveness, hope, love and peace.  William 
Abraham reminds us that “one of the primary and irreplaceable ingredients in evangelism 
is the quality of worship in the Christian community.”29  Without an understanding of 
God’s presence in and through worship, the Christian has no reason to share God’s 
presence through compassionate witness.  Abraham further notes: “Without a deep sense 
of the reality of God in the regular, liturgical life of the church, talk about initiating 
people into the rule of God will be vacuous and empty.”30  By transmuting the worship 
                                                 
28
 Alan Hirsch, The Forgotten Ways: Reactivating the Missional Church, (Grand Rapids, MI: 
Brazos Press, 2006), 111. 
 
29
 Abraham, The Logic of Evangelism, 168. 
 
30
 Ibid., 168. 
  
90 
 
service into a piece of entertainment designed to make spectators happy, the consumerist 
church ignores its honored guest and turns the celebration of His presence into a lurid and 
meaningless side show. 
 Creating and maintaining an identity of witnesses within a church begins with 
worship whose sole purpose is celebrating God’s presence.  Worship brings God 
pleasure, and in His pleasure He uses that worship as a means to train His children to 
focus their gaze outside of themselves.  Thus, obeying God’s first commandment—Love 
the Lord—enables believers to follow His second to love their neighbor (Matthew 22:39).  
When a church gets worship right, it creates a welcoming environment where strangers 
and guests can experience the immanent, transcendent power of God within its 
community.  Worship makes it possible to welcome others into God’s presence and 
power.  As embodied in the Eucharist, right worship creates an atmosphere of ultimate 
hospitality where all people are invited to fellowship, eat and rest together at the Lord’s 
Table.   
 Communion with God changes how we live with others.  Elizabeth Newman 
writes: “Christian hospitality is not a ‘lifestyle’ but a way of life in which we allow our 
desires, tastes, and choices to be formed by the drama of God’s grace-filled kingdom in 
our midst.”31  Newman also explains that, “A faithful hospitality will not aim for niceness 
and frozen smiles but rather for truthful communion with God and others.”32  True 
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hospitality engenders fellowship where needs are met and love is experienced.
33
  This 
creates a community that is attractive and welcoming to the outsider.  Eddie Gibbs and 
Ryan Bolger note that hospitality is one of the principle practices of emerging churches 
who “root their practices of hospitality in their understanding of Jesus and the 
kingdom.”34  Communities who embrace hospitality and compassion also embrace a 
kingdom perspective.  Mortimer Arius notes: “The announcement of the kingdom in 
Jesus came not only as a restoration of life and of relationship with God through 
forgiveness of sins, but also as a restoration of community.”35  Hospitality is one of the 
primary binding agents for the community/kingdom of God.   When churches fail to 
demonstrate this hospitality, they rip the welcome mat out from underneath both the 
seeker and the nascent believer, subverting the work of the Lord in this world.  
Without embracing true hospitality, the Church cannot break down its divisions 
nor can it engage in God’s ongoing mission to manifest His Kingdom here on Earth.  
God’s intended community transcends race, gender, economics and power.  As Paul 
reminded the Galatians, “There is neither Jew nor Greek, slave nor free, male nor female, 
for you are all one in Christ Jesus” (Galatians 3:28).  Welcoming those who are different 
is an essential part of the church breaking through its consumerist chains.  Jesus 
commended those who welcomed the homeless, fed the hungry, visited the imprisoned 
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and clothed the naked (Matthew 25:31-46).  Commenting on this parable, Newman notes 
that “love and service to the stranger are so integrally linked to love of God that they are 
essentially the same.  In light of this parable, we can say that hospitality involves relating 
to others (…) not out of fear or scarcity but as those who are ‘bearers’ of Christ.”36  
The final instruction Jesus gave his disciples was, “You will be my witnesses” 
(Acts 1:8).  Hospitality opens the door to that witness.  When Jesus rose from the dead, 
he released the Kingdom of God into this world through his Spirit.  N.T. Wright notes 
that as a result, we are “summon[ed] to dangerous and difficult tasks on earth.”37  God’s 
call for us to be witnesses to the story of Jesus Christ is not optional, it is the very 
purpose of our faith.  The first disciples’ acceptance of this new identity resulted in the 
explosive growth of the Early Church; our acceptance will rip the barriers from our 
churches and blow their doors open wide.  
Small Groups: Shared Accountability and Ministry 
 Adopting a kingdom theology with an emphasis on community requires structures 
that can promote and sustain interpersonal relationships.  Proximity breeds relationship; 
therefore small groups, with their focus on face-to-face interaction, provide believers 
with an ideal opportunity to bond one to another.  While John Wesley made the concept 
of small groups familiar to believers in the Wesleyan church, it was Jesus who created its 
structure by banding together a motley crew of twelve disparate men.  Though the 
disciples all came from diverse occupations and political viewpoints (including 
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fisherman, tax collector and zealot), the time they spent together with Jesus bonded them 
into an unbreakable community.  Even before they understood the resurrection, in the 
dark hours after Jesus’ death, the disciples remained physically and emotionally bonded 
with one another (John 20:19).  This bond grew even stronger as persecution against 
them mounted.  
 The power of these community bonds cannot be overstated.  As many sociologists 
are quick to point out, the social groups we belong to shape our thoughts and behaviors in 
ways we do not even see.  Robert Wuthnow notes that “our personal identity is reinforced 
by our friends.  Our opinions and beliefs are too.”38  The church itself has taken note of 
this phenomenon, as many of its members continually bemoan the deleterious effect 
American society has on its people’s morals and ethics.  For the Church to focus its 
energies in this way, however, is counterproductive.  Rather than throwing up its hands 
and wasting its resources lamenting other groups’ negative influence on the populace, the 
church should be working to exert its own influence by lovingly incorporating people 
into groups where they can be shaped by positive encounters with the Word of God, as 
well as other believers.  In this way, the people of God—like Jesus’ disciples—will be 
fashioned into a strong cord of many strands that can face both today’s troubles and 
tomorrow’s trials with peace and joy. 
In healthy small groups, people develop deeper relationships by sharing with one 
another out of their own life experiences as they come together to eat, to study and to 
pray in the manner of Jesus and the Early Church (Luke 10:38; Acts 2:42).  It is highly 
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improbable that the Early Church met as a singular unit in a person’s home or even in the 
temple.
 39
   Instead, they met in “house church” arrangements much like a small group 
would meet today.  By sharing life together the members of each small group continually 
model transformation for each other, helping people with different personalities and gifts 
learn how to function together in an atmosphere of “acceptance, honesty and love.”40  
Spiritual victories are not privatized but celebrated.  Backsliding is not ignored but rather 
lovingly identified by committed friends who have set up mutual accountability measures 
to help one another towards a positive future.  A church with healthy small groups will 
experience a new vibrancy within its greater community; this experience is enhanced 
when the demographics of the small groups reflect the diversity of the larger 
congregation.  By behaving with humility towards each other, putting the needs of others 
first and embracing people who are different, the church takes on the same attitude as 
Jesus Christ (Philippians 2:5) and deep, compassionate community begins to emerge.   
Conclusion 
Like the love between a man and a woman, the process of conversion begins with 
an encounter, pivots on a promise and grows into lifelong relationship marked by radical 
acts of trust, sacrifice and care.  Small groups, with their emphasis on vulnerability, 
accountability and support, facilitate this process by giving believers a tangible context 
within which they can experience the Kingdom of God.  As a micro-community they are 
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perfectly positioned to build bridges into the lives of the hesitant and the wounded, 
demonstrating the visceral reality of Christ’s love to people who would not otherwise 
understand.  It must be noted, however, that while the concept of a healthy small group 
system is exciting, the reality of existing small group ministries may present practical 
challenges in applying this theology.  The comfort of an intimate, long-term relationship 
formed in a small group, though in many ways a blessing can also lull people into 
relational complacency, allowing individualistic habits and exclusivist behaviors to 
proliferate within the church and choke its growth.  Just as a marriage cannot remain 
vibrant without careful tending, the small group ministry at AWC must be challenged and 
reinvigorated for it to regain its biblical power.  Throughout the next section of this paper 
the practicalities of restructuring the small group ministry at AWC are explored. 
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CHAPTER 4 
MINISTRY PLAN 
 
 
 The first two parts of this paper described the present situation at AWC and 
provided a theological rationale for using small groups to introduce a culture of 
compassionate witness.  The time has come to discuss logistics.  To that end, this third 
and final section describes the practical ways in which small groups can create an 
atmosphere of hospitality and deep community within the church.  This chapter will 
provide an overview of the plan describing both its goals and its strategy while Chapter 5 
illustrates its implementation at AWC and its impact on the church.  Finally, a summary 
of the project’s impact at AWC is provided, along with reflections on its outcome and 
suggestions for other church communities working towards similar goals.   
 Creating missional change within an organization requires physical and emotional 
support,
1
 both of which small groups can provide.  It is important to note, however, that 
the basic structure of small meeting groups is not inherently missional.  At this moment, 
AWC has an existing small group structure that often does not accomplish the church’s 
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missional goals.  Dallas Willard urges the church to recognize this by stating, “Your 
system is perfectly designed to produce the result you are getting.”2  In order to transform 
the current system, it is necessary to deconstruct and examine its problematic aspects.  
The results of this examination must be both compelling and clear, otherwise the people 
who have invested their time and energy into the existing system will be reluctant to 
change.   
 Changing the culture at AWC begins by helping the congregation see how its 
present patterns of religious consumerism run contrary to the gospel.  In the same way 
that insight opens the door for repentance and conversion, understanding that the present 
culture is contrary to the gospel is necessary for people to become motivated to change.  
Once the need to change is embraced a preferred future can realized.  Bill Hybels notes 
that the preferred future will only be realized if leaders “keep striking [the vision] match 
by painting compelling kingdom pictures.”3  For years, the people of AWC worked 
towards moving the church to a new campus on the edge of town—an initiative which 
ultimately failed.  Without the promise of a more convenient facility to keep them going, 
people became disillusioned and dissatisfied with the church.  Attendance began to 
decline as members either wandered towards other growth-focused congregations or 
retreated into a limited set of “safe friendships.”   For the first time, the congregation’s 
consumeristic tendencies and relational fragility were fully exposed, and analysis of the 
crisis revealed a lack of true worship, welcome and witness within the church.   
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At first, the church leadership was unwilling to admit there was a problem and so 
refused to consider change.  Over time, however, as the situation continued to deteriorate, 
the leadership was forced to admit that something needed to change and so they began to 
pray and take action.  This began with a consultation with district leadership who came to 
interview volunteers and leaders in the church.
4
  As the consultants worked, they 
discovered a lack of true community in the church, and their findings openly named the 
problem for the very first time.  Their results brought new anxiety to the congregation 
and led to the introduction of a whole church sermon/event-based series that focused on 
cultivating relationships and how together the church should work, eat, live and love. 
(WELL Church initiative)  As the congregation faced the reality that they were “friendly, 
but did not make friends,”5 their desire to move in a positive direction finally began to 
overwhelm their fears of change.  In response to the WELL Church sermon series, the 
church released additional financial support for small group and discipleship ministries at 
the annual meeting in May.
6
  With new funding and renewed energy the church 
leadership began crafting plans for enhancing discipleship. 
Theological Implications and Ministry Overview 
 Serious consideration of the theological precepts explored in chapter 3 requires 
active response.  It is not enough to simply identify the problem, repentance and 
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transformation must take place in the church.  This begins by abandoning practices that 
are actively subverting the gospel because they have been compromised by consumerism.  
These practices must then be replaced with ones that enhance a biblical view of 
conversion, discipleship and witness.   
 Currently, many people at AWC operate on the notion that evangelism and 
discipleship are somehow disconnected from one another, yet the Bible clearly 
demonstrates that this is untrue.  One cannot be a true disciple of Jesus Christ without 
engaging in compassionate witness, and witness that does not invite others into a journey 
of discipleship is neither compassionate nor honest.  Tim Morey agrees, noting that “we 
need to treat [evangelism and discipleship] as overlapping and interrelated aspects of a 
single task: disciplemaking.”7  Regardless of what creed they profess, all people manifest 
their heart’s beliefs in their actions.   Willard explains: “We always live up to our beliefs 
– or down to them, as the case may be.  Nothing else is possible.  It is the nature of 
belief.”8  Connecting discipleship and witness limits the believers’ propensity for 
hypocrisy by irrefutably connecting the things they say with those they do.  AWC’s 
current mission statement may espouse evangelism and outreach, but its actions betray a 
purpose that is far more self-serving.  For the church to fulfill its mission statement, the 
values of its culture—of its heart—must change.9 
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 Small groups provide an ideal structure to facilitate this change because they 
provide a relationship-oriented environment where accountability and honesty can 
emerge.  The plan for implementing the desired changes at AWC begins by testing the 
ideas in a pilot small group and then moving out into the larger circle of small groups.  In 
order to ensure the pilot group operates under “normal” circumstances certain logistical, 
structural and cultural conditions merit consideration.   
First, the group must meet on a regular basis—weekly is preferred—over an 
extended period of time.
10
  Second, it is important that the group be a safe place where 
people are free from distractions and interruptions.  To that end, the group will find that 
meeting in someone’s home is more conducive to relationship building than meeting in a 
formal space like the church.  When children are present in the home suitable 
accommodations will need to be made for all involved. 
  Once the logistics have been taken care of, attention needs to be given to group 
structure, including its content and the activities that will occur during the allotted time.  
In all things—the focus of the group, its targeted demographic and its leadership—the 
group’s structure must support the purpose of developing compassionate witness.  Good-
quality materials that are accessible, applicable and succinct enough for the group to 
process are also essential.  Topical considerations should reflect life realities of the 
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group’s members, as well as any over-arching themes the church is promoting for the 
year.   
 While managing group logistics and structure is important, it is secondary to 
creating a group culture of spiritual formation.  Regardless of the time, place or materials 
used, the way in which the group relates will have the largest impact on the spiritual 
formation of its members.  St. Augustine reminded the early monastic groups that moving 
past superficial relationships into deep community required consistent engagement in 
what he termed “the practice of love.”11  This should be exemplified through mutual 
sharing of goods and through humility, prayer and physical assistance, as well as through 
taking personal responsibility for blessings and failures, service, submission to authority 
and obedience to the expectations established by the group.
12
  Expressing Christ’s love 
this way creates an atmosphere of trust where people can grow, flourish and be restored. 
 Moving from the pilot group into existing groups requires intentionality and 
action.  Just as Willard notes about discipleship, we do not drift into good community 
practices because we are in a small group.
13
  It takes commitment to shared expectations 
and time to develop deep community.  Boren agrees and describes five practical 
“disciplines” that help build community in a small group.  “Covenant keeping, face-to-
face contact, repetitive contact, overlapping circles, and wasting time together” help 
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develop what he terms “the rhythm of missional relating as a group.”14  Boren’s 
recommendations affirm the principle of relational transformation outlined in chapter 
three.   
A strong commitment to relational transformation requires good time 
management boundaries; however time management is the main challenge people at 
AWC face when considering group membership.
15
  Without consistent discipline in this 
area, members cannot be present to one another.  Spending time together creates a shared 
history on which the members begin to write their personal stories.  Over time these 
stories become entwined into a single narrative that is then given authority to redefine its 
individual parts.  Spiritual formation is then transformed from an individual experience 
into a communal experience where each member submits his or her own life to the group.  
Allowing the group to become the primary conduit of spiritual formation demonstrates a 
willingness to submit to others and their needs first (Philippians 2:3-5).  A group thus 
submitted to one another out of love for God and neighbor is ready to engage in the kind 
of compassionate evangelism that brings light into darkness and rest to the weary.  
 Just as right worship enables a large community to become a welcoming body, the 
right atmosphere in a group creates its potential for compassionate witness.  Small group 
evangelism works simultaneously at two levels.  First, individuals shaped by the group 
interact with people they encounter outside of its membership, naturally sharing God’s 
love in friendship and testimony.  Second, the group witnesses collectively by bringing 
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outsiders into the community where they can experience genuine love and compassion.  
Service projects provide an excellent, and non-threatening, opportunity for outsiders to 
experience the group’s dynamics in a less intrusive environment.   
Small groups that make the transition into communities of compassionate witness 
become powerful testimonies to the deep community that is possible within the larger 
church.  As the small group ministry at AWC is reinvented, it is expected that more 
people will want to engage in small groups and experience the same transformation.  In 
an ideal future, every adult at AWC would be actively involved in a small group where 
spiritual transformation and compassionate witness are the norm.  While mobilizing the 
majority of adults to participate in transformative small groups is a daunting goal, it is 
one that is attainable by consistently working towards smaller, incremental goals.  
Presently about half of AWC’s adults are involved in an existing small group.16  
Reinvigorating this system would allow these numbers to rise, until the number of adults 
engaged in transformative small group ministry reaches a critical mass that will radically 
alter the culture of the church.   
Goals 
 Ultimately, the goal for AWC is summarized in the mission statement its people 
adopted in 2007:  “Helping every person in the Genesee Valley develop a life-changing, 
ever-growing relationship with Christ.”17  This mission, however, cannot be fulfilled 
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without achieving success in the various ministry initiatives at the church, including the 
new small group strategy.  Every ministry, without exception, must be designed to 
support the overall mission of the church. Therefore it is necessary that the leadership 
team communicate a clear and compelling vision for the church, identifying and 
communicating specific ministry goals in order to maintain the church’s forward 
momentum.   
To that end, the church must adopt five strategic goals to help align the small 
group project with AWC’s greater mission.  First, the congregation must understand why 
it is necessary to establish a new purpose and culture within its small groups.  Currently, 
the small groups at AWC have been operating autonomously without any form of 
coordination between groups or with the church office.  Since the church is familiar with 
small groups, it also runs the risk that this familiarity may breed contempt for the new 
vision; however, aligning small groups with the mission of the church is necessary for 
small groups to facilitate the desired change in the church culture.  Helping the 
congregation understand how the new purpose and culture of these transformative small 
groups will bring the ministry into alignment with the church’s mission will enhance their 
support and cooperation.   
A second goal is the emergence of a witness identity within individual small 
group members.  If groups continue to foster their current intellectual approach to 
Scripture without also engaging in compassionate witness, the new model of deep 
community will not form and the church will not experience its necessary transformation.  
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Currently, there is general support for the concept of witnessing; however, the actual 
embodiment of witness by the congregation has yet to occur.  Church statistics reveal that 
baptisms and salvations have declined in recent years, especially among adults.
18
  The 
number of guests in services also dropped over the past three years as people stopped 
inviting friends to accompany them to service.
19
  Because there is a direct correlation 
between the levels of external outreach and internal community in the church, as the 
depth of its community increases so, too, will its witness.     
Dallas Willard states that the task of the church “in ourselves and in others is to 
transform right answers into automatic responses to real-life situations.”20  Presently, 
AWC’s identity lies in being a “teaching church”21 whose culture prefers those who 
pursue the intellectual acquisition of biblical information over those engaged in witness.  
This has marginalized the church’s witness in the surrounding community.  As small 
group members share the joys of deep community, they will experience the love of Christ 
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more fully and awaken into a new understanding of God’s love for this world.  
Embracing this love is the very foundation of witness.  In this way, participation in a 
transformative small group gives individual congregants deep motivation to embrace a 
path of witness over one of mere knowledge acquisition.  This is essential for the 
church’s successful transition.   
 The third goal is to train and equip group facilitators to lead a new type of small 
group where community, discipleship, service and witness are both present and 
normative.  Previously, very little training has been offered to group leaders, who are 
forced to rely on secular job skills or their own natural abilities to lead groups within the 
church.  This has resulted in a hit-or-miss small group culture with groups that differ 
radically in purpose, structure and openness.  By equipping leaders with a consistent set 
of tools and strategies,
22
 the church’s small group ministry will become coherent, giving 
each group the means to work with the others in support of the church’s mission.  While 
diversity in style, format and make-up will continue to be encouraged, this core of 
training and clear expectations will allow a more consistent culture to emerge in groups 
throughout the church.  Not only will this serve to make the groups more welcoming to 
more people, it will allow members to remain deeply committed to both witness and 
community when life circumstances require them to move from one group to another.  It 
must also be noted that bringing a consistent AWC “flavor” to each of these groups will 
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enhance their connection and accountability to the larger church, as well as discourage 
them from becoming exclusive. 
 Training for small group leaders is designed to help them activate compassionate 
witness as a normative ingredient within their groups.
23
  As a result, the fourth goal is for 
every small group to practice compassionate witness regularly.  Ideally, groups will take 
time to pray together to discern where and to whom God is directing them in witness.  All 
members will be instructed to pray together on each other’s behalf, as well as for the 
people they are witnessing to individually.  As the group identifies individuals that God 
wishes them to show compassionate witness toward, they will invite those people to 
participate with them in service and fellowship activities.  Members will hold each other 
accountable in the practice of compassionate witness and group leaders will keep the 
church leadership abreast of the results.  While it is anticipated that some members will 
be reluctant to participate in this aspect of the group, past experience has demonstrated 
that those who do participate will benefit the most.
24
  Ultimately, the goal is for these acts 
of compassionate witness to become automatic as opposed to haphazard causing the 
group to grow in grace as they spur one another on towards love and good deeds.  
 The fifth and final goal is the total transformation of the church from a 
consumerist to a compassionate culture where spiritual practices of hospitality are 
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common and characteristic.  This will require the congregation to embrace new spiritual 
disciplines that sensitize members to the needs of others and the promptings of the Holy 
Spirit.  As consumerism is abandoned, new habits and practices must be put into place to 
prevent the return of the old nemesis (Matthew 12:44-45).  These disciplines, which will 
be introduced through the small group materials, will be consistently reinforced through 
the sermons, activities and social expectations of the church.  Given the human tendency 
towards legalism, however, it is critical that the congregation understand that these new 
disciplines are not themselves the desired goal; rather, they are the means through which 
the goal can be achieved.  Richard Foster supports such an indirect approach to cultural 
change by suggesting the way forward is not to jump headlong into compassionate 
witness, but to embrace disciplines that bring one deeper into God’s presence.25  It is far 
too easy to believe that a new program or activity—such as this one—will change 
people’s hearts and far too easy to be disappointed when change is both unpredictable 
and slow.  Ultimately, it is openness to the Spirit that will allow AWC to become a 
compassionate church that grows and attracts compassionate people committed to 
bringing the gospel of Christ to every part of life. 
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The Content of the Strategy 
 
 The strategy is to introduce the concept of compassionate witness in a pilot small 
group whose members would then disperse as leaders into existing or new small groups.
26
  
These leaders would help their small groups adopt the new paradigm and eventually 
influence the larger of the church.  The small groups’ utility as a means to change the 
culture of the church is largely contingent on their strength and influence within the 
larger body.  Many of AWC’s small groups operate autonomously and do not have the 
relational cachet to yield the desired results in the community.  Addressing this will 
require that church leadership equip existing small groups with fresh tools designed to 
help them embrace the new paradigm, even as new, transformative groups are formed.  
This process begins with influential people within the church coming together to 
participate in a pilot group, led by the pastor, which models the transformative small 
group experience.  The group will serve as a laboratory where church leaders can identify 
the program’s strengths and the areas where it needs change.  For this reason, the people 
involved in the pilot group must be willing to engage on a level that far exceeds normal 
group participation.  Materials for the pilot group will focus on group formation and 
culture, as well as spiritual transformation.
27
  Once they have been immersed in this 
transformative experience, these leaders can then take the new paradigm back to their 
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existing groups and ministries where they can use its tools to promote compassionate 
witness throughout the church.    
 Once pilot group members have dispersed into the small groups throughout the 
church, training for existing small group leaders should begin.  It is likely that training 
the existing group leaders will reveal additional challenges that will need to be addressed 
by the small group leadership team.
28
  Where the pilot group will focus on shaping small 
group strategy, the leadership group will focus on communicating the purpose of small 
groups at AWC as well as the objectives and goals to which the groups will be held 
accountable.  Central to the training offered to group leaders will be an emphasis on 
practical methods for developing a culture of worship, welcome and witness as described 
in chapter 3.  Throughout their training leaders will have access to resources that help 
illustrate the practice of “discipleship evangelism,”29 available through the church library, 
the pastor’s personal library or through purchase online.  The leadership group will also 
have access to the members of pilot group, giving them the opportunity for “live 
feedback” and encouragement.   
Lastly, it is important that the church provide resources for the implementation of 
this plan.  Training group leaders without providing the necessary practical support for 
materials and expenses limits the strategy’s application.  By combining financial 
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provision with training, resources and personal mentoring, the church can create a 
support system that will strengthen and encourage group leaders as they work to 
introduce the new paradigm to their existing groups.  In May of 2014, the congregation 
approved the release of restricted funds, some of which were then allocated to small 
groups.
30
  (The budget for the coming year will need to be expanded as additional groups 
become active.)  While space was made available for the pilot group to meet at the 
church, it was moved to the pastor’s home in order to model a friendlier atmosphere.  
Recruitment of pilot group members began through personal conversations between the 
pastor and existing group leaders, with two individuals approaching the pastor at the very 
beginning of the planning process to express their desire to participate.
31
   
These steps mark the beginning of transformation at AWC; however, as the 
church moves into its new paradigm, it is important that it continue to express support for 
its existing small groups.  Recently, the small group leadership team has adopted a 
purpose statement for small groups and gathered information on the number of existing 
groups, as well as the people participating therein.  Communication lines have been 
established to connect groups.  Now, as the transformative small group strategy emerges 
and spreads throughout the groups, greater unity and cooperation will begin to emerge in 
the church.  With God’s grace, in two years the groups will have multiplied to the point 
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where it will be necessary to appoint a ministry director who will then take on the 
oversight role currently held by the pastor.   
 This institutional oversight and follow-up will help ensure the ministry’s focus 
remains directed toward its desired outcomes while demonstrating support for their 
leaders’ work.  During this process, group leaders must be encouraged and affirmed as 
valuable partners in the ministry; they are the primary catalyst for change within the 
church.  Groups where leaders have failed to implement the new paradigm have the 
potential to become a stumbling block in the church’s progression towards wellness.  
Because of this, it is vital that the church provide ongoing training and interaction 
between group leaders and church leadership to address unforeseen difficulties and 
incorporate new leaders into the process.  Follow-up with these leaders should be 
consistent, intentional and expected.  Group leaders should be aware of this and 
anticipate their sharing victories and concerns with the ministry director.  In no way 
should follow-up be negative or intrusive!  Great care must be taken to make the 
relationship between the leaders and the ministry director positive.  By celebrating wins 
and sharing challenges in both the group and the larger congregation, the small group 
ministry will develop a team mentality that will help to solidify a culture of 
compassionate witness at AWC.   
 For the new small group initiative to be completely successful, it is necessary to 
gather support from the church’s other ministries.  Both the men’s and women’s 
ministries need to act encouragingly towards small group leaders, while sermons should 
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contain positive illustrations from the groups as they encourage those who are not yet 
participating to get involved.  Those involved in planning worship services should help 
support the development of worship in small groups while the youth and children’s 
ministries will need to encourage parents and offer creative solutions to scheduling or 
child-care issues.  Celebration of small group victories in services and through 
publications will also help to build energy and joy.  Finally, prayer support is vital.
32
  
Specific times of prayer should be encouraged in the church and prayer in small groups 
should be emphasized.  Group leaders should receive special prayers during service and 
prayer team meetings, while prayer needs from the groups should be circulated to the 
larger body where appropriate.   
 Small groups are the best available structure for encouraging the type of change 
desired at AWC.  They directly support the reality that spiritual formation happens best in 
relationship, involve people in community outside of Sunday morning, provide 
opportunity for service and naturally facilitate hospitality and compassion.  Building on 
these characteristics the process of developing healthy groups where a new culture of 
compassionate witness can emerge has begun at AWC.  Chapter 5 describes the initiation 
process and future plans for the project at AWC. 
 
                                                 
32
 A prayer bulletin was created and distributed to the congregation on Sunday October 12, 2014.  
See Appendix 6. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 
 
IMPLEMENTATION PROCESS AND EVALUATION 
 
 
The application of the strategic plan designed to shift the culture of AWC towards 
compassionate witness began with a pilot small group.  The intention was for the pilot 
group to experience the preferred future in order to develop realistic expectations for 
other small groups moving forward.  This chapter explains how the project was actually 
implemented, noting divergences from the original plans as well as insights gained 
through evaluation and reflection on the process. 
The ultimate aim of the project is to transform the culture of AWC which involves 
every person in the church.  However, the first steps towards that transformation were 
small and involved a specific number of people.  While numerous people throughout the 
church were indirectly involved in the implementation of the project, only ten members 
were part of the pilot group experience.  Three members of the LBA participated directly 
in the project while others provided general support for the pastor so he could dedicate 
additional time to the project.  Additional support was given by Kelly White who 
provided critical feedback and editorial insights. 
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When this project was first proposed the timeline called for its implementation in 
the fall of 2013.  However, the project was delayed a full year due to a family emergency 
for Pastor Dan (the author) which required reallocation of significant time and energy 
away from the church.  This delay, and decline in pastoral availability, further contributed 
to the ongoing decline of community and witness at AWC in 2013.  Though the delay 
allowed the communal dysfunction to continue unabated, it also provided additional time 
for analyzing the reasons behind the declines which produced critical insights and energy 
for change.  During the delay, the church was involved in a district consultation in 
January 2014, which yielded insightful conclusions and motivation for moving in a new 
direction.   
The consultation revealed a need to clarify vision, strengthen community, address 
worship service styles, enhance the facilities and more adequately support the youth 
ministry.  After reviewing the report (Appendix 3) the LBA decided to address the 
communal relationships, worship services and vision needs first.  This led to the initiation 
of the WELL Church program that reshaped the midweek program into a more 
communal event.
1
  A new music ministry director was appointed in September and the 
vision to build a new church was reiterated with a clear understanding it would not 
happen in the next three years. 
                                                 
1
 The WELL Church program is an initiative that requires each ministry to focus on how it helps 
the congregation Work/Worship, Eat, Love and Live together.  Wednesday night programming added a free 
dinner hour for families to eat together in response to the program and Sunday morning programming 
includes additional time for fellowship before and after service. 
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In June of 2014 a new timeline for the project was developed.
2
  Written materials 
and resources were written in September and the pilot group began meeting on October 
19, 2014.  Members of the pilot group were recruited in the first two weeks of October—
a compressed time frame compared to the original month-long recruiting plan.  The pilot 
group was scheduled to meet weekly until December with final review and evaluation 
taking place prior to the January board meeting.  Invitations to the pilot group were sent 
by email to seventeen people on October 4, 2014 explaining why they were invited and 
what the group was all about.  An open invitation was extended to the congregation on 
October 12 due to insufficient responses from the initial invitation.   
Reflection on the limited response revealed that inadequate communication about 
the project’s goals had created a sense of apathy towards it.  Additionally, the rushed 
nature of the invitation did not provide adequate time for people to adjust their schedules 
or ask questions about the nature of the group.  Invitations should have been more 
personal with additional information and expectations.  Secondly, support for the project 
was not as strong as the pastor assumed.  Only a limited number of people had been 
sufficiently exposed to the vision to become passionate about its potential.  Some who 
had expressed interest previously declined because they were too busy with other 
                                                 
2
 Plans and materials were to be developed by September with pilot group members recruited in 
September and meetings starting in October.  Leadership training was to begin in November for key group 
leaders with a general training program taking place in January of 2015 coinciding with the normal small 
group calendar. Small groups are encouraged to meet from September to Thanksgiving with most groups 
pausing for the holiday season.  Groups begin again in January and go through the Easter season when they 
are encouraged to offer an “open-enrollment” period.  The small groups then continue through May or June 
– depending on the date of Easter.  Most groups will take the summer off as vacation schedules make it 
difficult to maintain any regularity in the group. 
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ministry and others did not believe the project was necessary with the success of the 
WELL initiative in September.
3
  The lack of support from a few key small group leaders 
further challenged the implementation process and expectations for the pilot group.   
Ultimately, the pilot small group began its work with ten members in attendance.  
The group was designed so that its members would be able to experience the new small 
group culture while shaping expectations for future groups.
4
  Once the group was 
completed, its members were expected to either return to existing groups or start new 
ones that would carry the new culture and expectations into the larger congregation.  In 
order to facilitate this process, study materials for the pilot group were based on small 
group development, structure, spiritual and community formation, culture and witness.  
With the exception of the books the group was asked to read, the materials for the pilot 
group were produced by the pastor who also served as the group’s leader.5  The church’s 
small group budget covered the cost of the books and the pastor’s wife provided food 
each week with everyone contributing to a full dinner at the final meeting.   
Prior to the first meeting of the pilot group the congregation was briefed on the 
group’s mission and invited to join in prayer for its members.  Historically, new programs 
                                                 
3
 Personal interviews with the author, September 2014.  Names have been withheld by mutual 
consent.  Personal conversations with the pastor revealed busyness and disinterest were the main reasons 
people declined the initial invitation. 
 
4
 See the Pilot Group Manual (Appendix 4) for an explanation of how the group was conducted.  
  
5
 The group read M. Scott Boren’s Missional Small Groups and selections from Dallas Willard’s 
Renovation of the Heart.  The Pilot Group Resource developed by Pastor Dan provided a schedule and 
conversation direction for each meeting.  See Appendix 5.   Other resources referenced but not included in 
the reading list were Richard Foster’s Life with God and Celebration of Discipline, Richard Peace’s Small 
Group Evangelism, and Holy Conversations, Dietrich Bonhoeffer’s Life Together, and Dallas Willard’s 
Divine Conspiracy.  
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for prayer have not increased participation at prayer meetings at AWC; however, crisis 
situations continue to bring people together for concentrated times of prayer.
6
  With this 
in mind, and with the recognition that a lack of communication about the present church 
crisis had limited membership in the pilot group, a prayer bulletin developed by the 
pastor and prayer team director was inserted in the bulletin on October 12, 2014 (see 
Appendix 6).  A directed time of prayer for pilot group members was set aside during 
Sunday service on October 19, 2014, and the project was given priority at the weekly 
prayer gatherings.  Congregational participation was strong in the October 19 service 
with a slight increase in attendance at the weekly prayer gatherings.
7
  Assessing 
individual commitments to prayer has not been done as people in the congregation feel 
strongly that prayer is a private matter.  Overall, prayer support was lower than desired 
throughout the project with private concerns regularly taking precedence over prayers 
that the project’s goals be realized.  Consumerism continues to impact the congregation 
even shaping the style and content of its corporate prayers.   
The first meeting of the pilot group revealed the amount of information intended 
to be covered each week exceeded the allotted time.  Even with a “catch-up” session 
                                                 
6
 In 2012 the church experienced the untimely deaths of two members.  The organized prayer 
gatherings during this time were very well attended.  Following the consultation report in January 2014 the 
congregation sensed there was a crisis and attendance at prayer gatherings increased peaking in March and 
April of 2014.  
 
7
 Members of the pilot group were asked to stand and people around them were encouraged to 
stand and lay hands on them.  Every member of the group was completely surrounded by people in the 
congregation during the time of prayer.   The weekly prayer meeting also saw an increase of three people or 
thirty percent.  Avon Wesleyan Church, 2014 Attendance Record (Avon, NY: Avon Wesleyan Church, 
2014). 
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scheduled in the final two weeks it was quickly evident that the expectations for the 
group needed to be adjusted.  It also became clear that the group needed more than fifteen 
minutes to socialize and pray.  By the end of the project the group was using upwards of 
forty-five minutes in conversation and prayer before addressing the topic for the night.  
This further restricted the time available for study.  Although the increased time given to 
socialization and prayer created a crisis in the amount of material that could be covered, it 
did allow deeper relationships to form within the group, one of the desired outcomes for 
the group.  
Less available time for study and discussion of the topics made it difficult to 
address complex issues adequately.  Two different weeks attempts were made at 
continuing a conversation from the previous week, but without success.  The first attempt 
saw a reiteration of the previous conversation with little new material being presented.  
The second occasion only frustrated the group who was quickly ready to move on to the 
new topic.  Reducing the amount of material to be covered each meeting and increasing 
the number of meetings would have been more productive.     
It took three weeks before group members were willing to discuss issues openly 
enough to disagree with other members in the group.  As a result, the content of the first 
three weeks was not explored thoroughly enough.  Unfortunately, these sessions 
contained the materials on consumerism and conversion; two the most important topics 
that required honest and open discussions if the project’s goals were to be realized.  The 
failure to explore these topics deeply sabotaged the level of insight necessary to embrace 
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a paradigm shift.  The best discussions took place as the group formulated its report to the 
leadership team on the final week (Appendix 7).  Only as the group was ready to disband 
was it evident that real community was beginning to form. 
The pilot group experienced many of the realities that every group faces.  Time 
restrictions, changes in availability, family needs, and schedules made attendance 
irregular.  One member resigned from the group after three weeks due to a family need 
and others were absent on various weeks.  As a result, the group dynamics were 
constantly changing and keeping everyone involved and “up to speed” proved more 
difficult than originally anticipated.  The amount of reading required also proved to be 
burdensome and too extensive.  Members of the group who did read made several 
appreciative comments about the content, but also admitted they struggled to complete 
the reading each week.  This reduced the amount of time available for discussion as the 
leader took time to summarize the readings each week.  Another challenging factor was 
the need for the pastor to keep notes on the discussion while also leading it.  Appointing a 
separate member of the group to capture ideas and comments would have been helpful.   
The group finished its work by writing a report (Appendix 7), to be submitted to 
the LBA in January.  The report provided an overview of the discussions conducted each 
week and gave recommendations for the small groups.  The most contentious part of the 
report was the recommendation on spiritual formation.  The group was unwilling to agree 
with the pastor that spiritual formation should primarily take place in community.  
Instead, the majority of members were adamant that spiritual formation primarily took 
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place individually which then enabled them to make communal contributions.  Sadly, the 
concept of a small group becoming the primary arena for spiritual formational in a 
person’s life failed to take hold in the very group that was developed to help the 
congregation embrace a deep communal identity that would then shape its future spiritual 
formation.   It is hard to imagine the church developing a deep sense of community when 
community is viewed as peripheral to one’s spiritual formation.  Changing this 
perspective seems unlikely as two of the primary advocates for personal spiritual 
formation over communal spiritual formation are also members of the LBA.  Following 
the January LBA meeting the report moved to the Small Group Leadership team for 
implementation in the larger congregation. 
Communicating the information gleaned from the pilot group to the church is a 
three stage process.  Following the LBA’s review, The Small Group Leadership Team 
will create training manuals to be utilized in the scheduled training seminars for existing 
small group leaders.  (This is ongoing as this paper is being written.)  The pilot group 
recognized that a single three hour training session would be insufficient to communicate 
the desired change.  Instead of presenting the materials all together, several training 
seminars will be scheduled with emphasis on a single aspect of the new culture in each 
session.  Special attention will be given to describing the impact of consumerism on the 
present culture at AWC, the true nature of conversion and discipleship, and 
compassionate witness throughout the training.  These sessions will be supported by 
sermons and other materials (newsletters, posters, emails, books) that address the topics 
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from a larger perspective.  A small group policy statement containing goals and 
expectations about the specific topic will be distributed to existing group leaders in the 
meetings.   
As the existing group leaders are being trained, the larger congregation will also 
be instructed about the goals and directions the small group ministry is taking.  In 
addition to sermon topics that align with the themes presented in the small group strategy, 
special bulletin inserts will be distributed coinciding with the topics addressed in the 
small group leadership training.  Members from the pilot group, LBA and small group 
leadership team will also give personal testimony and encouragement in support of the 
new directions.   
Lastly, in August of 2015 the information regarding small groups will be 
communicated to the community outside the church.  Ideally, people participating in 
small groups will be communicating with their friends about their experience and sharing 
in compassionate witness with them.  Formal communication will be made by placing the 
small group policies and goals on the church website and by a including a description of 
the ministry in pamphlets distributed at community events throughout the summer 
months.  As new groups are formed, information will be made available to the 
congregation and community, allowing those who do not yet attend AWC to experience 
God’s love by being incorporated into the church’s small groups. 
Building a new church culture through small groups will require that the small 
group ministry continue to evolve with the needs of the church.  This will be a long and 
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slow process as even those in the pilot group have demonstrated a reluctance to embrace 
the new ideas.  As the pendulum begins to move away from a teaching church towards a 
witnessing church it may be necessary for groups to take on a more instructive focus in 
regards to doctrine.  It is critical that the cycle of analysis, identification, implementation 
and evaluation continue on an annual basis in order for small groups to positively impact 
the church culture in the future.   
Even after this doctoral project has drawn to a close, the process of review and 
adjustment for the betterment of this ministry will continue for as long as small groups 
are present at AWC.  A second congregational survey in the fall of 2015 will reveal if the 
small groups have made significant progress in developing stronger relationships and 
compassionate witness.   Additionally, group leaders should expect to complete a formal 
report each year reflecting on the activities and culture of the group.   
From the beginning, the people of AWC have been this project’s focus, and it is 
with pleasure that I note that it is the people of AWC who are becoming its core.  There 
have been many challenges.  Successfully implementing the project has required 
significant participation across multiple areas of church leadership, and while the idea 
received broad support, many leaders were reluctant to participate due to the church’s 
characteristic busyness.  Even so, many have contributed time and insight making the 
project worthwhile even though not fully successful.  While the pilot group did not form 
as intended, it represented a good spectrum of the congregation.  More importantly, it is a 
step forward, albeit it a small one, and while it will need to be followed with continued 
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training, evaluation and adjustment, it marks the beginning of a new chapter for AWC.  
Cultural change is slow and requires perseverance, but the timing for this project is right 
as signs of deeper community at AWC are beginning to emerge from the WELL church 
emphasis.  In the past few months, the church has demonstrated greater sensitivity 
towards others, increased giving in Care Team offerings and higher attendance at 
Wednesday studies.
8
   
Though the future is not certain, those engaged in the process have a determined 
hope that AWC will grow into a new culture of compassion, witness and hospitality.  For 
good or ill, one person may change the world, and the efforts of a few committed workers 
standing on the rock of God’s power may have consequences that far exceed the humble 
goals of this doctoral project.  The gospel of compassionate witness has been born unto 
the people of AWC and the future will reveal if it prevails. 
                                                 
8
 Avon Wesleyan Church, 2014 Attendance Records. 
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SUMMARY AND CONCLUSION 
 Introducing a gospel of compassionate witness at AWC has been an exciting, 
albeit challenging, endeavor.  Throughout the journey there have been many setbacks yet, 
through God’s grace, they have often turned into unexpected victories.  Instead of 
derailing the project, its delayed timing allowed a deeper sense of urgency to emerge in 
both the leadership and congregation, enabling the project to move forward without 
resistance.  The crisis created by the failed attempt to build a new church campus 
revealed the consumeristic culture within the church, allowing it to be confronted and 
challenged.  Declining attendance, though financially adverse, made the church’s lack of 
community obvious to everyone.  Eventually the atmosphere at the church deteriorated to 
a point where both the leadership and the congregation insisted something change—even 
if it meant personally changing.   
 The members’ willingness to take personal responsibility for the church’s ills has 
created fertile soil for this project to grow.  The process of developing of a new culture 
through AWC’s small groups has begun, and while progress is not yet consistent, 
changes are beginning to take place in the attitudes of the people who have become 
involved.  Throughout the process new insights have emerged, influencing the project’s 
implementation and goals.  Of these, six key insights have particularly shaped the 
project’s path and church’s future.   
First, it has become clear that the desire for community at AWC has remained 
strong regardless of the congregation’s size or health.  From the church’s consultation 
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with the district to the recent small group survey, the data has consistently revealed that 
community is deeply important to the church’s members.  Even prior to the failed 
building initiative, people were expressing concern that the church community was 
becoming thin and unmanageable.  When fractures formed in the community following 
that crisis, tensions arose that illustrated the necessity of strong communal relationships 
for church health.  While the people of AWC may tend towards consumerism, their desire 
to love one another is as powerful as it is real.   
However, for the church to move forward its members must become willing to 
give communal relationships the power to shape the spiritual formation of the 
congregation.  In order for this to occur, ministry isolation and consumerism need to 
weaken while healthy communication and vulnerability need to increase.  Changing how 
members view people currently considered “spiritually immature” is also critical to 
building a healthy community.  The pilot group expressed a desire for sensitivity and 
openness to learning from others but there remains a latent fear amongst some members 
that “people behind them could slow down their own growth.”  A better understanding of 
conversion and discipleship will help change this perspective as members realize they are 
all fellow travelers on the same journey of faith.   
 Reimagining how conversion happens will release genuine community into the 
congregation.  The pilot’s group resistance to communal spiritual formation is a direct 
result of how conversion is believed to occur.  If conversion is strictly a private exchange 
between God and an individual then there is no incentive to include others in the on-
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going development of one’s relationship with God.  Disconnecting conversion from the 
community leads to a natural separation of the community from a believer’s spiritual 
formation.  Until conversion is rightly understood as being incorporated into a group of 
people who together shape each other as God shapes the collective body there is little 
chance of deep community emerging in the church.    
Thirdly, it has become obvious that the time needed to change a church culture is 
far more extensive than originally thought.  The bumpy implementation of this project 
has revealed that the church is entering into a long and slow process with no foreseeable 
conclusion.  Despite their enthusiasm and stated willingness to change, the people of 
AWC are naturally hesitant when it comes to adopting new practices and are often 
reluctant to try something unfamiliar.  Even the leadership, though quick to praise the 
results of the WELL church initiative, has only become partially engaged in the process.  
Likewise, the pilot group members were reluctant to personally embrace some of the 
same recommendations they had worked on developing.   
Consumerism has proven to be a strong opponent and not easily dislodged.  
Anticipation for the new culture of hospitality and witness must be tempered by realistic 
expectations of its time frame.  Without realistic expectations, it is too easy to become 
frustrated over the church’s lack of progress.  Not only do these frustrations impede 
progress, they destroy community.  In order to maintain positive energy and forward 
momentum, small benchmarks need to be developed.  It is now understood that the 
original goals stated in chapter 4 are too large and distant to be measured in the time 
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allotted by this project.  As a result, smaller goals with intermediate steps have been 
developed in order to deter frustration over the perceived lack of movement. 
The fourth insight gleaned from the project was the realization that a significant 
number of people are active and committed to small groups at AWC.  At the beginning of 
the project, information on small groups was fairly limited and was gathered primarily 
through personal conversations.  As hard data emerged from the survey and research 
efforts of the small group leadership team, it was revealed that the existing small groups 
are stronger and healthier than originally assumed.  The number of people who felt 
valued by their group and the level of trust present therein demonstrate that many people 
are finding meaning and support in their small groups.
1
  Trying to change the culture of 
groups in which people feel valued and supported did not prove popular.  Pilot group 
members were quick to protect the groups in which they participate.  The data collected 
in the survey was insufficient to determine if the small groups are successfully forming 
people spiritually, or if they are simply providing “friendship communities” for people.  
Future surveys should include questions that will help elicit data regarding spiritual 
formation practices in the groups to better determine the actual health of small groups. 
The number of groups participating in service to those outside the group was 
higher than expected.
2
  This is also proving to be a mixed blessing.  On the one hand, 
                                                 
1
 Answers to Questions 12 and 13 both were almost exclusively positive.  See Appendix 4.   
 
2
 It appears that Service Sunday has had a wider impact than previously assumed.  The church has 
been participating in Service Sunday for over six years.  Service Sunday is a Sunday when the services at 
the church are cancelled and the congregation goes into the community to serve others through work 
projects.  The congregation has gathered for a celebration meal in the afternoon to share what happened and 
fellowship together.  In 2015 the order for the day will be changed.  The church will gather for a breakfast 
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healthier groups mean that some of the desired forms of compassionate witness are 
already taking place and will only require reinforcement.  On the other hand, these groups 
are showing signs of resistance as they struggle to understand why changes of any kind 
should be introduced into a program that already works for them.  To that end, the small 
group leadership team is introducing the pilot group recommendations in more personal 
ways to build on the groups’ existing strengths while reshaping some critical components 
in an effort to normalize best practices across all AWC groups.  Members of the small 
group leadership team will individually attend each small group to describe the new 
expectations.  Moderating the speed of change to allow groups time to adjust to a single 
change has already proved beneficial as leaders are not overwhelmed by the new 
expectations placed on them. 
The fifth insight was that despite the perceived health of many groups there 
remain significant challenges in developing a relational focus in the small groups.  
Currently, most of the existing groups focus on Bible study and prayer with little 
emphasis on relational development, spiritual transformation or witness.  Helping groups 
shift away from mining the Bible for information to engaging Scripture for 
transformation continues to be the missional challenge in the church.  The adoption of 
spiritual disciplines as a means of spiritual formation has been slow at AWC, and 
introducing them into the groups has not been easy.  For many people at AWC spiritual 
disciplines are associated with Catholicism which carries negative connotations.  While 
                                                                                                                                                 
and commissioning and then go out to serve.  Celebration will take place the following Sunday in regular 
services. 
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more groups have been involved in outside service than was expected, this service has 
often been more casual than relational.  Thus, there remains a challenge in helping groups 
serve others in a way that invites them into personal relationship with the group and the 
church community.  Perhaps the greatest challenge these groups face is in creating 
genuine communities of love and hospitality.  Though many people love and trust the 
members of their groups, many others have expressed that they abstain from groups due 
to a fear of becoming intimate.
3
  Developing an environment of trust and hospitality that 
includes those who do not naturally fit within the group’s natural demographic remains a 
persistent challenge. 
The project has not successfully confronted the lack of trust and vulnerability in 
the church even in those who joined together in the pilot group.  Despite the growing 
number of people involved in the WELL initiative, the depth of relationship does not 
appear to have gone any deeper than prior to the project.  This was clearly demonstrated 
by the strong negative reaction pilot group members had to a proposed sentence stating 
“spiritual formation happens best in community rather than individually.”  Despite 
studying and discussing together how small groups should become the primary shaping 
influence for adult spiritual formation, the majority of group members refused to trust 
others with their spiritual formation.  The lack of trust in others has also stymied 
compassionate witness.  A hesitancy to trust one another has created a culture of distrust 
                                                 
3
 It is interesting to note that the majority of survey respondents felt they could be honest about 
their thoughts and feelings yet simultaneously noted fear of intimacy as the primary reason for not joining a 
group.  (See question 13 and 16 in Appendix 4). 
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making visitors wary of becoming vulnerable and members apathetic to the needs of the 
lost.  In order for compassionate witness to emerge the people at AWC must first learn 
how to trust one another.    
Finally, the importance of communication, and the lack thereof, became 
increasingly clear as this project was developed and initiated.  Communication has never 
been one of AWC’s strengths as a desire for privacy continues to trump community in 
members’ lives.  Poor communication has exacerbated the lack of trust and vulnerability.  
The survey data revealed a significant number of people lack trust in the church’s 
leadership—this is primarily due to poor communication. (See Appendix 4, questions 18 
and 19.)   Many of the direct criticisms offered by those surveyed have been addressed by 
the leadership but without public comment.
4
  The church’s struggle to communicate 
appears to be contributing to members’ apathy and lack of involvement.  The pilot group 
formation process serves as a good example.  While emails were sent out to seventeen 
people, only three people responded.  Alternate forms of communication should have 
been utilized that were more direct and personal.  Addressing the communication gap will 
help generate deeper connections between church members and help more people 
understand what is actually taking place in the church. 
                                                 
4
 One example is the complaint that the board operates in its own microcosm and is disconnected 
from ministry leaders.  The past year the board has met with ministry leaders to listen, encourage and assist 
in developing strategies for each ministry.  Furthermore, the pastor has created a schedule of meetings for 
all leaders to gather throughout the year in various configurations to limit isolation and broaden 
connectivity and partnership between leadership and ministry leaders.  These actions have not been 
publicized in the larger congregation but are making a distinct difference in the relationship between 
leadership and ministry leaders. 
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The communication issue is specifically critical between different demographics 
in the church.  In the pilot group casual interaction between men and women was limited, 
instead, the conversations before the meetings were almost always divided by gender.  
Reflection on the gender divide further revealed there is little interaction between the 
men’s and women’s ministries at the church, which has led to conflicting schedules in the 
past.  Educational differences also contribute to the communication difficulties.  There 
remains a clear divide between people who are educated and people working minimum 
wage level jobs.  Bridging the demographic differences in the church remains a challenge 
that is yet to be solved. 
The concerns raised by this project regarding inter-church communication have 
led to direct action by the leadership team.  Time has been set aside during Sunday 
morning services to highlight what the leadership team has been working on behind the 
scenes.  Victories and celebrations, both personal and corporate, are being openly shared 
with the congregation in times of prayer and fellowship.  Topics that require more 
sensitivity and vulnerability are also receiving added attention in public forums, allowing 
congregants to respond in a spirit of support and love.  In these ways, the leadership 
continues to work towards building a model of healthy communication that illustrates 
compassion, sensitivity and love among the people of Christ.   
In order to make these communication efforts more effective, planning processes 
need to be further developed.  From the weekly Sunday service to special events, 
planning at AWC is often a “last minute” affair, which makes effective communication 
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impossible.  The leadership team has encouraged all ministry leaders and the pastor to 
begin planning further ahead so that they can communicate with more people.  Stronger 
planning will bring focus to the ministries of the church, resulting in decreased stress 
levels and increased opportunities for relationship development.    
Despite the project’s infancy, observations are already leading to revisions of 
existing strategies and the development of new ones that can keep the church moving 
forward.  The leadership team has begun to develop an extended implementation 
timeline.  The initial plan called for the pilot group to be populated by existing group 
leaders and people willing to start new groups; however, due to inadequate recruiting 
methods and time, the group was missing key leaders.  In order for the project’s 
recommendations to work in the church, these people will need to be brought on board.  
Exposing these leaders to the recommendations will take place through training sessions 
and personal conversations.   
For the church to continue moving forward, it is vital that it connect its small 
groups to the WELL church initiative.  Currently there exists a sense of separation 
between the two.  Building on the energy of the WELL church initiative will help foster 
positive feelings for the small group project.  Small groups fit naturally into the church’s 
emphasis on building stronger relationships, making them an ideal ministry for extending 
the benefits of the WELL church initiative into further community development and 
wellness.  Communicating the small group project as the next area of focus in the WELL 
church initiative began with a promotion January 4, 2015. 
  
135 
 
As has been previously noted, the small group leadership team also needs to 
establish more reasonable benchmarks for the small groups to maintain the project’s 
forward momentum.  As there were only four small groups represented in the pilot group, 
it is expected that only these four will begin to implement the new strategy in the spring 
of 2015.  Additional leaders will begin to be trained in the spring of 2015, making it 
possible for half of all small groups to begin the process of being redesigned by the fall of 
2015.  The remaining group leaders will be asked to participate in a third round of 
training during the spring of 2016, bringing all the groups online by the fall of that year.  
Establishing compassionate witness as a normative small group practice is an 
important part of developing the new AWC flavor.  While Service Sunday has become a 
fixture in the life of AWC, it has perpetuated a form of service that is disconnected from 
relationship.  Redesigning Service Sunday projects so they build from, and generate new, 
long-term relationships will help model the new paradigm of compassionate witness for 
the small group ministry.  Reframing how service projects are selected for this event will 
allow for stronger continuity between the two ministries, and further incorporate service 
as a characteristic of AWC’s groups.  Conversely, groups which are already modeling 
relational service will be encouraged and highlighted within the larger body, so that they 
can begin shaping the overarching culture of the church.  In this way, small groups 
should help make the existing Service Sunday ministry more personal and the culture of 
the whole church more hospitable. 
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Compassionate witness is more than completion of a service project.  Connecting 
tangible demonstrations of love and service to intentional and ongoing relationships is 
crucial to compassionate witness.  There remains much work to be done in the area of 
compassionate witness as illustrated by a situation in the pilot group.  A member’s friend 
experienced a personal need that came to light in conversation during the second meeting.  
The group discussed the situation noting it provided an ideal example of how a group 
could demonstrate compassionate witness by meeting the need.  In an effort to put this 
into practice, the group was encouraged to respond tangibly to the need.  Only two group 
members responded personally to the need.  Despite agreement on the necessity and 
value of compassionate witness, the project failed to generate more than a twenty percent 
response.   
The project has demonstrated there remains significant work to be done in moving 
the culture at AWC away from consumerism in order to move towards compassionate 
witness.  There is no doubt this is not an isolated reality, but one that multiple churches 
face.  From its inception, this project was designed in the hope that churches beyond 
AWC would benefit from its ideas and proposals.  The following recommendations are 
specifically designed for church leaders seeking to change a church culture through small 
groups.  Those using a different means will need to make adjustments accordingly; 
however, many of the principles will hold true regardless of the preferred methodology. 
Changing a culture is a bit like navigating a river.  While on its surface a river 
may appear to be flowing in only one direction, the currents within its body are often 
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diverted by unseen obstacles, causing the water to go in surprising directions.  Likewise, 
the culture of a church is multifaceted and its tendencies require continual monitoring.  
Many important changes begin imperceptibly and take place with little warning.  At 
AWC, the congregation’s willingness to make a change remained at low ebb until it 
reached its tipping point at the April town hall meeting.  Because of this, any pastor 
seeking to create change within a church body should pay close attention in order to 
identify readiness to move amidst the influential leaders within the church.  These leaders 
may be in official positions or may simply have strong personalities and influential status 
without official titles.  When these key leaders begin to move, the people will follow.  
Continued attention to this population and the culture they model and support will 
provide the pastor with critical information about the timing of new proposals, as well as 
unexpected tools to ensure a successful transition. 
 Preparing the congregation for change is critically important.  A strong 
theological case that provides insight into the inadequacies of the present culture must be 
developed or the people will not be motivated to change.  Once the people are motivated 
to move a strong vision for the preferred future must be consistently explained along with 
a strategy to get there.  Part of the reason this project was limited in its success was the 
failure to present a compelling vision directly connected to the project when the 
congregation was ready to move in April 2014.  Discerning the vision and strategy must 
be done prior to convincing the congregation a change is needed lest the people become 
ready to move before the pastor knows where to move them.   
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Using outside consultants to name and define any areas of concern can be helpful.  
Even though I had identified many of the same concerns described by the consultants, the 
congregation needed an outside voice to name the issues before they understood the 
necessity for change.  Once the consultants had given their report, the concerns they 
addressed became corporate and real, and could no longer be written off as someone’s 
personal issues.  Because consultants can carry inordinate influence, it is vital that a 
church choose its consultants well.  The pastors who served as consultants at AWC came 
from within the local district, and were respected and known by the congregation.  This 
created an immediate sense of trust in their observations which, in turn, helped limit the 
excuses people could offer in response to their findings.   
Should a church’s board decide to use the services of consultants, it should help 
the pastor understand that the process is not an indictment of his or her inadequacy nor is 
it indicative of any deficiency, although some may be revealed in the process.  Inviting 
outsiders into the conversation is designed to help the pastor make a stronger case for 
addressing areas of change, as well as provide tools to make that change happen.  Pastors 
with personal doubts or insecurities will benefit from exploring these feelings with a 
counselor prior to the consultation in order to avoid sabotaging the process. 
 Once the church has identified the issues that need to be addressed, a strategy 
should be developed that is specific, focused and within the church’s capabilities.  While 
this step requires strong leadership from the pastor, it should not be done by the pastor 
alone.  At AWC, the proposed plan was developed as part of its pastor’s doctoral 
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program; because of this, congregational buy-in was slow due to the limited exposure 
members had with the project prior to its initiation.  As a result, the pilot group 
functioned primarily as developers of the process instead of leaders being trained in its 
implementation.  Involving more people throughout the early stages of the process 
develops enthusiasm across broader sections of the populace, ensuring greater 
congregational participation when the time comes for the program to begin. 
 Development of the strategy should begin by building on the strengths of the 
individual church.  Small groups were selected as the primary tool for this process at 
AWC because they have historically been well attended, with key individuals acting as 
leaders.  Building upon the church’s strengths to address its issues gives the process a 
better likelihood of success by allowing the church to build on the positive energy from 
its previous victories.  The importance of key leaders cannot be overemphasized here; 
often, areas of strength within the church are driven by the work of skilled leaders who 
can use their influence and knowledge to keep the new project moving forward. 
 In addition to working from an area of strength, a church’s strategy should also be 
easily modified to fit its changing circumstances.  Changing the culture in a church is a 
long term process; it is almost certain that in that time a church will encounter 
unpredictable forces that may cause them to radically alter their programs.  Factors such 
as economic depression, emergencies in the lives of key leaders, an influx of new 
attendees or denominational transitions, can temporarily sideline the project or make it 
necessary to alter its goals and strategy.  At AWC, the pastor’s family emergency and the 
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economic downturn in 2009 contributed to the crisis and altered the plans of the project.  
For the project to be ultimately successful, it is essential that the church develop a 
flexible strategy that can withstand setbacks and unforeseen obstacles.   
 Good planning is also necessary for the project to reach its goals.  Developing an 
implementation schedule early in the process is necessary to ensure administrators have 
adequate time to recruit and enlist the key leaders necessary for its success.  One of the 
insights gleaned from the pilot group at AWC was that two weeks’ notice did not provide 
people with enough time to alter their schedules in order to participate.  If the pilot group 
invitations had gone out earlier, additional key leaders would have been able to adjust 
their lives accordingly.  Also, proper planning should include a specific strategy for 
communicating across the church’s membership.  One of the issues at AWC is that 
communication is not planned far enough in advance.  Appointing a spokesperson who is 
charged with keeping the congregation informed of the process eliminates the tendency to 
rely on whoever is there to communicate.  The group or pastor should place specific dates 
on the calendar for verbal announcements, bulletin inserts, newsletters and special media 
presentations.  Committing to specific promotional dates also helps provide 
accountability and keeps the group on schedule.  Likewise, every victory, from the launch 
of the pilot group to the implementation of service projects in the small groups and 
beyond, should be brought to public attention and celebrated.  When launched, the pilot 
group should be publicly promoted and celebrated.   
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 Change is always challenging and cultural changes can be formidable; throughout 
the process, church leaders should expect resistance.  People create and reinforce the 
culture in which they live through their actions and attitudes.  Transforming a church 
culture requires that its people experience personal transformation, that those actions and 
attitudes be changed individually and then collectively.  Because this process begins with 
an internal change of heart, resistance is to be expected from those who do not wish to 
change.  Even when church members agree that a change is needed, it is likely that they 
will resist taking personal responsibility for that change.  Developing a clear and 
communicable strategy for implementing this kind of program will pay dividends by 
giving key participants reason to continue supporting it in the face of opposition.  It is 
important to note, however, that resistance should not be dismissed when making this 
culture change as it often illuminates the places where change is most needed.  Neither 
should resistance become a distraction to the process.  By listening and responding with 
grace, the leadership can model the very type of community they are promoting.    
 Finally, special attention must be given to prayer.  Prayer is essential; without it, 
there can be no heart transformation and no cultural shift.  Prayer forces us to recognize 
the limitations of human ingenuity while invoking God’s power by seeking his wisdom, 
blessing and guidance throughout the process.  Because of this, prayer as a discipline 
should be practiced at every level.  Engaging in prayer in this way demonstrates an 
ongoing belief that God is working and that He is the source of any and all success.  
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Without prayer, the church will fail in its transformation, its mission will be abandoned 
and the lost will be left to wander. 
 Despite the many challenges, the move towards a new culture at AWC has 
already proven valuable and the future continues to show promise.  By working together 
and subjecting ourselves to the transformative power of God, we will see the church 
made new again.  Changing the culture of a church may be difficult, slow and sometimes 
frustrating, but it is not impossible.  As we allow God to bring our hearts into alignment 
with His own, the culture of our churches will come to reflect His heart and His priorities.  
Though the process may be long, the journey will be blessed and we will be transformed.  
Even so, Lord Jesus, quickly come! 
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APPENDIX 1 
 
MAP OF LIVINGSTON COUNTY
1 
 
 
 
 
  
                                                 
1
 State Maps, “New York Road Map,” http://www.new-york-map.org/new-york-road-map.gif 
(accessed January 27, 2014). 
Avon 
  
144 
 
APPENDIX 2 
 
AVON WESLEYAN CHURCH MISSION STATEMENT, CORE 
VALUES AND VISION STATEMENT 
 
Avon Wesleyan Church Mission 
 
“Our mission is: 
  
“Helping every person in the Genesee Valley discover a life-changing ever-growing 
relationship with Christ.” 
 
 
Avon Wesleyan Church Core Values 
  
“Our purpose in all things is to glorify God, therefore we hold these core values: 
 
 The Bible as the inspired Word of God and ultimate authority for all 
Chirstian faith and life. 
 Lost People matter to God 
 Holy Living modeled after Christ 
 Worship that is authentic and God-centered 
 Prayer that is genuine and Spirit-empowered 
 Service to God in union with others 
 Family as God’s design 
 Fellowship where needs are met and love is experienced 
 
Avon Wesleyan Church Vision Statement 
  
“Our vision is to see: 
 
 People regularly coming to Christ 
 All people growing in faith and mparticipating in church life 
 People serving others 
 Ministreis meeting real needs in our region 
 Families brought closer together 
 Partnering with our communities through facility use to minister to the 
whole person 
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APPENDIX 3 
 
SUMMARY OF THE CONSULTATION PROCESS AND REPORT  
FOR AVON WESLEYAN CHURCH 
PRESENTED AT THE TOWN HALL MEETING  
APRIL 22, 2014 
BY: PASTOR DAN JONES 
 
 On January 31, 2014 five pastors from churches in the Central New York District 
spent the day interviewing staff and ministry leaders.  Each leader, and spouse if they 
were available, was asked to respond to three questions.  The consultants compiled a list 
of five strengths, five weaknesses and five recommended action steps in the form of a 
report.  This report was reviewed by the LBA and ministry leaders who prioritized the 
action steps and developed a plan of action.  The Lead Pastor then presented the 
information from the consultation with the congregation at a meeting on April 22, 2014.  
The following information is a summary of the Consultation report with prioritized action 
steps as presented to the congregation at the Town Hall meeting. 
 Three questions were asked of each couple interviewed.  1) What are the three 
best things about the church? 2) What needs to change in the church? 3) Where do you 
want to be in five years?  These questions revolved around finding the strengths, 
weaknesses and vision for the church as understood by members in the congregation.   
 The consultants compiled the answers in the form of a report summarizing what 
they discerned as the top five answers to the questions.  The members of the congregation 
felt positive about the pastoral leadership, ministry to the youth and children, the caring 
family atmosphere in the church, missions and worship services.  The concerns noted 
were a lack of vision clarity, that the church was “friendly but did not make friends”, the 
declining youth ministry, regimented style of worship and lack of discipleship.  The 
vision for the next five years was to see an increase in community ministry, development 
at 4-Corners, consideration for planting a church, numerical and spiritual growth, and an 
increase in meaningful community. 
 The report recommended five action steps.  First the church needs to establish a 
clear vision for the future and should consider changing the current vision from building 
a new campus to planting a daughter church.  The LBA considered this option but 
determined that any shift in long-term vision at this point would detract from the more 
pressing need of developing a healthy community. For this reason the recommendation is 
not being implemented.  The current long-term vision remains building a new campus.  
However the immediate focus is not on building but on developing a healthy community.   
 Secondly, the report emphasized that the development of a healthy community 
and stronger relationships needs to be a priority.  Until AWC is healthy, the options of 
building or planting a church are not feasible.  Once the congregation is healthy, the long-
term vision can be revisited.  To accomplish the restoration of community the leadership 
team is introducing the “WELL Church initiative” (Work, Eat, Live, Love).  Working or 
serving together is an investment in each other and common goals.  Eating together 
invites others into your personal space and facilitates spending time together.  Living 
together is not about a person’s address but sharing common activities like sporting 
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events, games, camping, or just “hanging out.”  Loving each other is the final component 
with added emphasis in the areas of extending forgiveness, grace and honesty between 
people in the church.   
 Community development also needs to take place in the area of welcoming new 
families.  Adopting a culture of welcome will create an environment where new people 
want to find a home at AWC.  New emphasis is being placed on structuring the service 
and fellowship time to keep families from being isolated.  Everyone needs to be looking 
for people standing alone on Sunday’s and to make an intentional effort to speak to new 
families before you greet your family and friends. 
 Our caring ministry is doing a great job of meeting known needs in the 
congregation but small groups need to step up and offer stronger support for people going 
through crisis. The small group ministry will be undergoing a revitalization process with 
new emphasis being placed on hospitality and compassionate witness.  Additional 
fellowship times in services are also being planned in the summer at 4-Corners.   
 Thirdly the report encouraged the church to keep expanding its ministry into the 
area communities it serves.  Leadership is responding to this with a commitment to 
maintain “Service Sunday”, the Veteran’ Day outreach and Live Nativity.  Additionally 
the Thanksgiving meal will take place this year and the church will actively participate in 
the Corn Fest and VBS programs in Caledonia and Avon.  The prayer ministry is also 
responding to the call to reach our communities developing specific times of prayer for 
special events.   
 The fourth recommendation from the consultants concerned ongoing facility 
development.  They noted that the present development at 4-Corners has been beneficial 
for community outreach and encouraged continued development with a focus on 
community needs.  Additionally there was encouragement from the consultants to further 
develop our present facility to provide space for fellowship after service that would allow 
people to stay longer without feeling crowded.  Of particular interest was better signage, 
enlarging the foyer and creating better access into the church from the parking area.   
 Lastly, the consultants recommended that the youth program be more strongly 
supported with a goal of hiring a youth pastor.  The board agrees with the long-term goal 
but is not making any changes in staffing at this time.  Ongoing monitoring of the 
program will take place this year through the pastor and LBA.   
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APPENDIX 4 
 
AWC SURVEY WITH RESPONSES 
 
Administered October 1-15, 2014 
Developed by Dan Jones and Kelly White 
 
Dear friend, 
 
Please take a few minutes to complete this survey on life at AWC.  The thoughts and 
insights you provide here contain valuable data about the state of our church that that will 
be used by both Pastor Dan in his doctoral dissertation and the church’s leadership as we 
move towards becoming a WELL church. The results of this survey will remain 
anonymous; your honesty is appreciated. 
 
1. What is your involvement at at AWC? 
AWC is my home church.   __25____ YES   ______ NO 
 
I attend Sunday service __23__ WEEKLY   _1__ 1-2 TIMES MONTHLY 
                                                  ____ OCCASIONALLY   __1__ NEVER 
 
I attend Bible Study/Small Group __15__ WEEKLY   _3__ NEVER 
 __4__ 1-2 TIMES MONTHLY  __2___ OCCASIONALLY      
 
2. What first attracted you to AWC?  Why do you keep attending? 
- Wesleyan. (5) 
- Always have felt at home at AWC. (8) 
- I heard it was a Bible believing, Bible teaching church.  (10) 
- I knew people who attended here who lived their Biblical faith. (6) 
- Location. (3) 
- No attraction- but the Lord guiding. 
- Mostly spiritually challenging experiences keep me coming. (2) 
- Family environment. (3) 
- Youth group attracted us.  (3) 
- Grew up in the church. (2) 
- Opportunities for service. 
- Pastor and services. (4) 
- Children’s program. 
- Ladies program. 
 
 
 
3. What does the church do well?  What could the church do better? 
- Well:  
o Loving each other. (4)    
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o Stick to the Gospel. 
o Children’s programs are excellent.  (2)  
o Teaches the Bible faithfully. (12) 
o Meeting people’s needs. (3) 
o Music. (4) 
o Mid-week programming. 
- Do better:  
o Deeper sermons - less topical sermons and more in depth study (2). 
o Focus on Christ -  it’s not about programs first.  
o Share more testimonies.  
o Develop deeper relationships (community). 
o Pray.  
o Deeper doctrinal discussions.  
o Worship – entering into God’s presence. 
o Discipleship. (3) 
o Young Adult and single ministry. 
o Welcoming new people. 
o Youth ministry. 
o Not worry about little things. 
o Assimilation of new people. 
o Evangelism. (2) 
o Communication. 
o Get out of Sunday AM box and routine. 
 
4. Do you feel connected to life at the church?  If yes, what are the aspects of church life 
that make you feel most connected?  If no, what would make you feel more 
connected? 
- Yes. (16) 
o Passion for the Word. 
o Fellowship through working together in and outside the church. (7)  
 Not involved however. 
o Friendship. (4) 
o Sunday services. (3) 
o Bible studies (ladies). 
o Through home group. 
o God’s Presence 
o Many programs available 
- No. (4) 
o Struggle to connect with others. 
o Reached out but not responded to with love. 
o People too busy. 
o Felt more connected in the past – more to do with season of life than 
anything else. (3) 
5. How often do you volunteer at the church?     
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__9__ WEEKLY   __8__ 1-2 TIMES MONTHLY   __5__ 3-4 TIMES 
YEARLY                 __2__ NEVER (skip to question 9) 
 
6. What are some of the things you enjoy about volunteering at church?  What are some 
of the challenges? 
- Joys:  
o Helping out brings value. (2) 
o Fellowship. (7) 
o Serving together. (7) 
o Meeting new people. (2) 
o Personal transformation. (2) 
o Seeing people smile as their needs are met 
- Challenges: 
o Personal doubts and fears. 
o Age. 
o Few people doing all the work. (5) 
o Expectations.  
o Focus on program over people/God’s will. 
o Communication of opportunities. (2) 
o Time and family commitments. (5) 
o Leadership capabilities (personalities matter). 
o Finding the right fit. 
o Not enough space. 
o Limited resources. (2) 
 
7. Do you feel that your spiritual gifts are understood, valued and/or used in your work 
at AWC?  If not, why not? 
- Yes. (18) 
o Pastors generous with feedback.  
o Pastor took time to get to know us and include utilize gifts. 
o They try. (2) 
o For the most part. (2) 
- No. (5) 
o Church does not understand concept. 
o Gifts not valued (encouragement and mercy). 
o My problem – anxiety and not available. 
o Lack of formal education  
 
8. We all know how we would like things to be in a perfect world.  If you could change 
anything about your volunteer experience at AWC, what would it be? 
- Nothing. (6) 
- More people involved. (3) 
- Leadership to give clear and honest evaluation of all volunteer positions. 
- More time. 
- More collaboration between ministries. 
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- Mentoring. (2) 
- I need to change. (2) 
- Where we volunteer there is no frustration for the most part. 
- More space and money. 
- Less criticism of non-volunteers. 
 
9. Are there any aspects of the ministries/programs at AWC that make volunteering hard 
and/or undesirable? 
- Stifling the Spirit. 
- Same people do too much. (2) 
- Get back to the basics: WELL Church. 
- Apathy. 
- Lack of spiritual depth. 
- Poor leadership in some areas leads to discouragement. 
- Communication. 
- No. (14) 
o Leadership is open to new volunteers. 
o Need more people to try. 
 
10. Have you been in a small group at AWC before?  __21__ YES  __4__ NO (skip to 
Question 16) 
 
11. If yes, what was/is the group’s primary purpose? 
- Prayer. (6) 
- Bible Study. (11) 
- Fellowship. (6) 
- Support. (2) 
- Personal transformation. (2) 
- Marriage. 
- Missions. 
- No “I” in church. 
- Capital Campaign. (2) 
 
12. Do you feel that you were/are a valued member of your small group?  If not, why 
not? 
- Yes. (18) 
- Sort of. 
- Not always – input not accepted. 
 
13. Do you feel that your small group was/is a place where you could be honest about 
your life and thoughts? 
- Yes. (16) 
o It takes time. 
o In most groups. (2) 
o To a certain point. 
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- For the most part. (2) 
o Mixed response – larger groups not so much small ones yes. 
- No. (1) 
o Satan is trying to discourage us. 
 
14. Did/does your group work together to serve people outside your group?  If yes, how 
often? 
- No. (12) 
o Health limitations. 
o Intentions that did not materialize. 
o Helped out one person with money and a card (2) 
- Yes. (7) 
o Want to do more. 
o Needs accountability and non-judgmental attitude. 
o Occasionally. 
o Weekly 
 
15. How many different small groups have you attended at AWC?    
 _(5)__ 1  _(6)__ 2   _(5)__ 3   __1_ 4   __(4)_ 5+    
 
16. While many people love the small group format, it does not appeal to everyone.  Can 
you think of any reason why someone might choose not to participate in a small 
group at AWC? 
- Too busy. (7) 
- Timing of groups. (3) 
- Single or divorced struggle – everything related to couples. 
- No interest. (2) 
- Cliques. (2)  
o Some perceived more than reality. 
- Afraid of intimacy. (10) 
- Past hurts from groups. (2) 
- Can’t relate to topics. (2) 
- Changing church culture is hard. 
- Health. 
- Communication. 
- Expectations and homework in the group. (2) 
- Lack of childcare. 
 
17. In the past few years, the people of AWC have faced many different challenges.  In 
your opinion, what are the church’s most important needs? 
- Identifying people’s needs. (3) 
- Building community. (9) 
o Especially intergenerational. 
o Fellowship and family supporting each other. 
- Reach out and bring in new people (evangelism). (4) 
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- Innovative programming. (2) 
- More people serving. 
- Discipleship. (10) 
- Clear vision. 
- More study of God’s Word. (4) 
o Line by line.  
- People are not being spiritually challenged.  
- Numerical growth. 
- More prayer. (2) 
- Serving outside the church. 
- Get rid of self-righteous attitudes and judgment. 
- Better understanding of social and emotional needs. 
 
18. Do you feel that the leadership (the pastors and the board) understands the church’s 
needs?  If not, why not? 
- Yes. (18) 
o It is all our responsibility. 
o Sometimes – worry too much about small stuff. 
o 60% yes 40% no – can only know so much, people do not always open up. 
o With sincere attempt to address areas of needed improvement. 
o For the most part but leaders are all young and need older wisdom. 
o Visible in community and youth. 
o Try hard to meet needs. 
o I think so. (2) 
- No. (6) 
o Functions in its own microcosm – needs to connect with ministries. 
o Some but has no answers. 
o I do not and am not sure anybody can know entirely. 
o We try to force God’s hand.  
 
19. Do you feel that the priorities of the church’s leadership (the pastors and the board) 
match the priorities of the congregation?  If not, why not?  
- Yes (14) 
o 60% yes and 40% no. 
o Probably but older values being lost and need to be reconsidered again. 
o Leadership avoids cliques and handles diversity well. 
o I think so. 
 
- No (6) 
o I sense a disconnect between leadership and congregation. 
o Never make 100% but not enough presently. 
o They try very hard. 
o Not always. 
o Not sure what the leadership’s priorities are. 
o Congregation leans towards mediocrity and needs to be shaken up. 
  
153 
 
- More concerned about following God’s priorities. (3) 
 
20. Do you contribute financially to AWC?   __25__ YES   ____ NO 
 
21. If so, how often? 
 
__19__ Every paycheck __5__ Occasionally ____ Seldom  
 
22. At what level are you contributing (percentage of total household income)? 
  
__15__ 10% or higher     __3__ 5%-9% __3__ Less than 5% 
 
23. Do you have any other thoughts that you would like to share with the leadership? 
- Leadership is great. 
- Disregarded the points of planting and hiring a youth pastor. (Why do 
consultation if disregard their recommendations?) 
- Keep doing what you are doing now. 
- Keep people informed. 
- Do more work with people outside the church who need our help. 
- WELL church effort is beneficial – culture change takes time, be patient. (2) 
- Need more formats to get to know people better (picture directory) – get to know 
you gatherings. 
- More people are capable of leading groups – better recruiting of people. 
- Keep your eyes on God and the rest will fall into place. (4) 
- Every church is struggling.  Make emphasis on evangelism and discipleship. 
- Thankful for the pastors. Thank you note to PD for pastor appreciation month 
- God is calling us to something better. 
- Sing less with fewer instruments and use more hymns. 
- I appreciate the church and its people –good things being done here. 
- I pray daily for PD. 
- Need deeper teaching on Sunday AM.  
- Continually concerned that prayer meeting is so small.   
- We need mentors. 
- We need to get beyond cliques and build new relationships. 
- Calling people to encourage them to participate in activities would help people 
feel they are appreciated. 
- More visual communication about who members are and prayer needs. 
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Dear Pilot Group member, 
 
 Welcome to the team!  Thank you for being a part of reshaping the 
future of small groups at AWC.  In this group we will be discussing the 
nature of groups and how small groups can become a catalyst for developing 
a stronger community in the church.  The goal is that we would create a 
strategic plan that would shape the future culture and structure of groups.  
 We believe that a strong small group ministry can serve as the catalyst 
for changing the culture of the congregation as a whole.  Currently we have 
great people and leaders in our groups but little consistency in purpose or 
culture across the small group ministry.  Together with your help we want to 
develop a standard “flavor” for AWC groups.  This flavor would be 
identifiable in each group not by the topic or make-up of the group but by a 
shared purpose and mission.  The main ingredients we are looking to instill 
include an emphasis on transformation, community and witness.   
 Your participation in the group includes two phases.  First, 
contributing to the small group strategic plan we will develop and second 
helping to season the congregation and small groups with the new “flavor” 
through leading a group or active participation in a group.  Over time the 
small groups will season the entire congregation helping us to become a 
community that more closely reflects God’s love. 
 In order for the pilot group to be effective we need you to actively 
participate in the conversations and assignments.  You will be asked to read 
the majority of two books Missional Small Groups by M. Scott Boren and 
Renovation of the Heart by Dallas Willard.  These books will help shape our 
discussion providing background for the proposed new group culture.  There 
will likely be weeks where your schedule prevents you from fully 
participating.  That is understandable and is part of what every group faces.  
Please do your best and communicate when you are not able to attend the 
group or complete the readings.  Even if you do not complete the readings 
you are still welcome to participate in the discussions.  I hope that you not 
only participate in shaping the future of small groups but that you personally 
experience a taste of what we are striving towards.  I look forward to 
working together, eating together, living together and loving together in this 
group as we ask God to shape the future in and through us together. 
Pastor Dan 
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Proposed Schedule 
 
October 19 - Introduction 
Orientation 
 Review purpose, goals, expectations and format of meetings 
Current Small Group Ministry overview 
 Small Group leader team findings 
AWC community overview 
 Consultation Report 
 AWC Survey results 
 Homework for next time 
  Read Missional Small Groups (MSG) chapters 1-4 
 
October 26 – This is our Story 
 The power of stories 
  How stories shape our lives 
  The story that is shaping AWC 
 What story do we want to tell? 
  Missional 
  Compassionate witness 
 Homework for next time 
  Read MSG chapters 5-6 
  Read or skim Renovation of the Heart (ROH) chapters 6-9  
 
November 2 – Spiritual Formation 
 Current practices of Spiritual Formation 
  Understanding our current practices  
 Sharpening our view 
  Clarifying the definition of spiritual formation 
   Teaching or transformation 
   Understanding or Witnessing 
 Facilitation Spiritual Formation in small groups  
  Process (V.I.M.) 
  Setting goals for groups 
 Homework for next time 
  Read (MSG) chapter 7 
  Read (ROH) chapter 10 
   
November 9 – The Small Group Culture 
 Current small group cultures 
 Describing a new culture 
  
158 
 
  Hospitality, community, Compassionate witness 
 Molding a new culture 
  Process for adopting a new culture 
  Expectations for groups 
 Homework for next time 
  Read (MSG) chapter 8 
  Read (ROH) chapter 12 
 
November 16 – Compassionate Witness 
 Witness as part of spiritual formation 
  Compassionate witness and how it shapes our faith 
  Witness as an identity instead of a task 
 Witness in small groups 
  Personal and corporate  
 Developing a culture of witness 
  Process 
  Expectations 
 Homework for next time 
  Read (MSG) chapter 9 
  Read (ROH) chapter 13 
 
November 23 – Small Group content 
 What should a small group do? 
  Fellowship, Prayer, Study 
 Leading a small group 
  Personalities, Food, Accountability 
 Developing strong small groups 
  Process for leaders 
  Expectations for groups and leaders 
 No homework for next time 
   
November 30 – Activity or Catch-up 
 Group service project  
  Salvation Army bell ringers 
 Catch-up and complete previous discussions 
 Homework for next time 
  Complete questionnaire on group 
 
December 7 – Wrap up and Report 
 Compile and finalize report to the LBA 
 Survey on the group process 
 Recommendations for the future  
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Session 1:  Introduction 
 
“Be devoted to one another in brotherly love.  Honor one another above yourselves.” 
Romans 12:10 
 
Welcoming each other 7-7:30 
  
 The first half hour will be a time to share together in conversation over a light 
snack or desert.  At 7:15 the leader should review prayer needs from the week before and 
lead the group in a time of prayer together.  The first week the leader should ask 2 or 3 
members of the group in advance if they would pray for the request and the group 
objectives.  
 
Orientation (7:30-7:40) 
 
Purpose:   The purpose of this group is to develop a strategy for reshaping the 
culture and structure of small group ministry at AWC.  
 
Goals: To develop a description for healthy groups at AWC 
 To provide clear expectations for group leaders 
 To experience the new group culture  
 To influence existing groups to adopt the new AWC “flavor” 
 To develop new groups based on the description of healthy groups 
 To assist in the development of compassionate witness, deeper 
community, and spiritual formation in the people of AWC 
 
Expectations: Active participation in group conversations 
  Regular attendance at meetings 
  Completion of homework  
  Support new direction for small groups in the larger congregation 
  Honesty, respect, humility, and love for and towards others  
  Listening and reflecting  
 
Format: 90 minute meetings  
 Fellowship and prayer time 
 Discussion of the topic 
 Capture key points to include in final report 
 Preparation for the following week 
 Fellowship and Departure 
 
Current Small Group Ministry Overview (7:40-8:20) 
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1. Have group members share their experience of small groups at AWC (20 min.) 
a. Each member should give a positive aspect and an area of potential growth 
i. Capture the thoughts on a chart for group members to see 
2. Give an overview of the small group ministry from the leadership’s perspective 
a. Small Group leader team findings 
b. LBA review of small groups 
c. Pastor’s perspective from visits and anecdotal evidence 
3. Analyze the survey  results especially questions on small groups  (distributed 
October 2014, Appendix 4 in final project) 
a. Capture responses from the leadership and survey results and compare 
them to the groups personal responses 
i. Note any similarities and differences 
1. What might have caused the differences? 
a. Take note of these causes and how they might interact 
with the upcoming topics. 
4. Tie in Consultation Report findings 
a. Are there connections with the Consultation report? 
i. If so what?  If not why? 
5. Identify key items from positives and negatives that should carry through the 
upcoming conversations. 
 
Preparing for next week: (8:20-8:25) 
  
 Review the upcoming topics and distribute the books for team members to read.  
The two recommended books provide excellent material to help prepare the group for the 
discussion each week.   Assign the chapters to be read for next week. 
 
 Read Missional Small Groups (MSG) chapters 1-4 
 
Fellowship and Departure (8:25-8:30) 
 
 Close the group with prayer.  Each week ask a different member to close in 
prayer.  After the closing prayer people are free to leave or stay and visit as long as the 
hosting family is comfortable.   
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Session 2: This is Our Story 
 
“Again he said, ‘What shall we say the kingdom of God is like,  
or what parable shall we use to describe it?” 
Mark 4:30 
 
Welcoming each other 7-7:30 
  
 The first half hour will be a time to share together in conversation over a light 
snack or desert.  At 7:15 the leader should review prayer needs from the week before and 
lead the group in a time of prayer together.  This week ask the group to gather in pairs 
and have each person pray for the other person.  After each group has finished return to 
the plenary group. 
 
The power of stories (7:30-7:40) 
 
 Every life is a story and every story is shaped by other stories.  While we cannot 
control all the stories that will intersect with our story, we can choose how we respond to 
other stories.  The church also has a story that is shaped by and collectively composed by 
our individual stories.  As our stories change so also does the story of AWC. 
 
1. What are some of the stories that have shaped your life? 
a. Family stories (divorce, abuse, death, illness) 
b. National stories (9/11, shuttle explosion, Vietnam, Depression) 
c. Social (economics, geographic, cultural fads) 
2. How have these stories shaped your life? 
 
Learning to tell a new story (7:40-7:20) 
 
 Using the material from chapters 2-4 of (MSG) the group should discuss how 
context, tradition and culture have shaped the present story at AWC and begin to identify 
areas where change is needed as well as areas that should be consistently supported in the 
future.  Stating how or what the exact change should be is not as important as identifying 
areas for change.  The leader should help the group locate where the areas of needed 
change fit best in the coming topics. 
1. Context 
a. What are the normal patterns of life in your neighborhood? (MSG – 28) 
b. Draw a diagram of your life, how many circles does it have? (MSG – 31) 
c. Relationships 
i. “Our relationships shape us biologically because every part of us is 
hardwired to be in relationships with others.” (MSG – 33) 
d. Missional relationships 
i. “putting love where love is not” (MSG – 34) 
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2. Tradition 
a. Which of the four rhythms is/has the group you belong(ed) to played?  (MSG 
– 38) 
i. Personal Improvement 
ii. Lifestyle Adjustment 
iii. Relational Revision 
iv. Missional Re-Creation 
b. “If we don’t live in a way that is distinctive from our culture, then why not? 
(MSG -45) 
3. Gospel 
a. How are we settling for a “limited gospel” in our small groups? 
i. If you have been in a group that experienced this reality what was the 
response? (MSG – 49,50) 
b. Relearning the Gospel 
i. Avoid judging or criticizing the normal group experience (MSG – 53) 
ii. There will be some programmatic elements in transition (MSG – 53) 
iii. Be realistic (MSG – 54) 
iv. Be ready to deal with conflict (MSG – 54) 
v. Process the future of the group with others (MSG – 54) 
vi. Prioritize relationship over service (MSG – 55) 
c. Missional sacrifices 
i. Die to self and a group life based on convenience (MSG -56) 
ii. Count the cost, you will have to reshape your life (MSG – 56) 
iii. Repent of cultural idols we are worshiping (MSG – 56) 
iv. Pray for faith to be courageous (MSG – 57) 
v. Realize others may not join you at the same pace (MSG – 57) 
4. What is the goal for AWC groups? 
a. Why story matters – (see The Missional Leader, 72ff.) 
b. Steps for our group and processes for other groups 
 
Preparing for next week: (8:20-8:25) 
  
 Give an overview of what has been captured this week and the direction the 
conversation will go in next week.  Assign the chapters to be read for next week. 
 
 Read Missional Small Groups (MSG) chapters 5-6 
 Read or SKIM Renovation of the Heart (ROH) chapter 6-9 
 
Fellowship and Departure (8:25-8:30) 
 
 Close the group with prayer.  Each week ask a different member to close in 
prayer.  After the closing prayer people are free to leave or stay and visit as long as the 
hosting family is comfortable.    
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Session 3: Spiritual Formation 
 
“Do not conform any longer to the pattern of this world, but be transformed by the 
renewing of your mind. Then you will be able to test and approve what God’s will is – his 
good, pleasing and perfect will.” 
Romans 12:2 
 
Welcoming each other 7-7:30 
  
 The first half hour will be a time to share together in conversation over a light 
snack or desert.  At 7:15 the leader should review prayer needs from the week before and 
lead the group in a time of prayer together.  This week pray together as a group.  Ask for 
volunteers who would pray.  Have two or three volunteers pray for the requests. 
 
Spiritual Formation 7:30-7:40 
 
 Show video clip of Dallas Willard Part 2 Catalyst West 2010 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?annotation_id=annotation_151707325&feature=iv&src_
vid=iwXFP1U7f5U&v=0n_nsEoQKhY   
 What struck you about spiritual formation from the video? 
Points to consider: disciplines, “doing the next right thing,” effort and 
earning, training and trying 
 
 What shape(s) does spiritual formation presently take at AWC? 
  How effective is this?   
 
Spiritual Formation through small groups 7:40-8:20 
 
1. Practices (disciplines) for formation (MSG – chapter 6) 
a. Worship (MSG – 70) 
i. Practices on (MSG – 73) 
b. Practicing the Presence of God 
i. How do you recognize God’s presence in a small group? 
ii. Encountering God as a goal instead of completing a task 
c. Alone Together 
i. Group disciplines  
ii. Bonhoeffer Life Together 77-78 
d. Listening Together 
i. Focus on Jesus, Live the Scriptures, Speak the truth 
e. Simplicity 
i. Consumerism  
ii. Foster, Celebration of Discipline 80, 94 
iii. Making room for God 
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f. Eating with Jesus 
i. Elevating the common meal  
g. Keeping the Sabbath 
i. 24/6 principles 
ii. Sabbath vs. Leisure (A Sabbath gathering every 7th week?) 
2. Subtle transitions 
a. From a teaching experience to a transforming experience 
i. Information to insights 
ii. Action to application 
iii. Knowing and believing  
3. Process of spiritual formation (ROH – 83, 85) 
a. Vision 
i. Compelling reason - Life in the Kingdom of God 
b. Intention 
i. Desire and decision 
c. Means 
i. Practices and process 
4. Transformation of the Mind, Heart, Body, Soul 
a. Mind 
i. Ideas and Images, Thinking, Feelings 
b. Will (heart, spirit) 
i. Choice  
c. Body 
i. Place of personal dominion  
5. Goals for transformation 
a. What is the spiritual transformation goal for small groups? 
i. How do we define what we hope to see happen? 
b. What expectations will help leaders guide groups towards these goals? 
c. What processes should we make available to help foster transformation? 
 
Preparing for next week: (8:20-8:25) 
  
 Give an overview of what has been captured this week and the direction the 
conversation will go in next week.  Assign the chapters to be read for next week. 
 
 Read Missional Small Groups (MSG) chapter 7 
 Read Renovation of the Heart (ROH) chapter 10 
 
Fellowship and Departure (8:25-8:30) 
 
 Close the group with prayer.  Each week ask a different member to close in 
prayer.  After the closing prayer people are free to leave or stay and visit as long as the 
hosting family is comfortable.    
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Session 4: Small Group Culture 
 
“All the believers were together and had everything in common.  Selling their 
possessions and goods, they gave to anyone as he had need.  Every day they continued to 
meet together in the temple courts.  They broke bread in their homes and ate together 
with glad and sincere hearts, praising God and enjoying the favor of all the people.” 
Acts 2:44-47 
 
Welcoming each other 7-7:30 
  
 The first half hour will be a time to share together in conversation over a light 
snack or desert.  At 7:15 the leader should review prayer needs from the week before and 
lead the group in a time of prayer together.  This week practice “popcorn prayers.”  Invite 
group members to speak out their praises and concerns in one sentence prayers that 
continue until a designated person closes with leading the group in the Lord’s Prayer. 
 
Small group culture experiences 7:30-7:40 
  
1. Make a list of culture qualities (both good and bad) that members have 
experienced in small groups 
a. What helped develop the positive qualities? 
b. What created the negative qualities? 
2. This session is about helping groups develop a positive culture where the good 
qualities can emerge on a regular basis 
a. The goal is to create a consistent “flavor” in all AWC groups 
i. Hospitality, Community, Witness 
 
Building community in the small group 7:40-8:20 
 
1. Learning to love one another 
a. Receive God’s vision of our wholeness in Him (ROH – 194) 
b. Abandon defensiveness (ROH – 195)  
c. Genuine love predominates the gathering (ROH – 195)  
i. See list of attributes from Romans 12 
d. Opening our broader social dimensions to the same (ROH – 196)  
2. Group practices 
a. Establishing a primary group (MSG – 102)  
i. We can be nice to everyone but it takes focus to go deep 
1. “Friendly but not friends” 
ii. Practices 
1. Covenant keeping 
a. What type of covenant should groups have? 
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2. Face-to-Face contact 
3. Repetition of contact 
a. What expectations for meeting are necessary? 
4. Overlap circles 
a. Sharing schedules 
5. Waste Time Together 
a. Sabbath principle of play (Peterson – 24/6 
interview) 
b. Making safe places 
i. What makes a group safe? 
ii. Misguided good intentions (MSG – 107) 
1. Fixing people 
2. Forcing people 
3. Right answers 
4. Everything together 
iii. 4 steps (MSG – 108) 
1. Allow people to be themselves 
2. Space to listen to what is going on inside themselves 
3. Speak forgiveness and healing over each other 
4. Do this outside the meeting 
c. Greeting each other 
i. Learning to talk to each other (MSG – 111, 112) 
1. Demonstrate Interest  
2. Active listening 
3. Have fun  
d. Persevere through conflict 
i. Up-close enemies (MSG – 115) 
1. Who are the up-close enemies of our lives? 
ii. Love that perseveres requires: 
1. Faith 
2. Intentionality 
3. Creativity 
iii. Work of the Spirit and prayer 
1. What practices help release the Spirit in conflict? 
e. Affirmation 
i. Building each other up (MSG – 118) 
1. Misguided good intentions 
a. Flattery  
b. Swapping stories 
c. Giving Advice 
d. Quoting Scripture 
i. What makes these less than affirming? 
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ii. Good practices 
1. Larry Crabb – Soul Talk 
a. Think beneath  
i. From feelings to needs 
b. Vision 
i. What is God doing here? 
c. Passion 
i. No superhero but servants 
d. Story 
i. Asking questions 
e. Movement  
i. Revelation and change 
f. Family and Group Life 
i. How do we know each other? (MSG – 123) 
1. What type of expectation or practice might be good for 
groups to go through early in their meeting time that would 
help bring out the relational connection more clearly? 
ii. Rethinking how we view children (MSG – 124, 125) 
1. How have children been viewed in your group? 
2. What shifts might be helpful in bringing value to children? 
g. Initiation 
i. Baptism as initiation into the church 
ii. What forms of initiation might groups practice? 
3. Expectations and Process 
a. What expectations should be proposed for AWC groups? 
b. What steps should be put into the process? 
i. Do we require that every group complete a certain study? 
1. SoulShift, R12 Christian, MSG, Crazy Love 
 
Preparing for next week: (8:20-8:25) 
  
 Give an overview of what has been captured this week and the direction the 
conversation will go in next week.  Assign the chapters to be read for next week. 
 
 Read Missional Small Groups (MSG) chapter 8 
 Read Renovation of the Heart (ROH) chapter 12 
 
Fellowship and Departure (8:25-8:30) 
 
 Close the group with prayer.  Each week ask a different member to close in 
prayer.  After the closing prayer people are free to leave or stay and visit as long as the 
hosting family is comfortable.   
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Session 5: Compassionate Witness 
 
“But you will receive power when the Holy Spirit comes on you; and you will be my 
witnesses in Jerusalem, and in all Judea and Samaria, and to the ends of the earth.” 
Acts 1:8 
 
Welcoming each other 7-7:30 
  
 The first half hour will be a time to share together in conversation over a light 
snack or desert.  At 7:15 the leader should review prayer needs from the week before and 
lead the group in a time of prayer together.  This week have people pair up in groups and 
each pray for the other person.  Before praying each person should tell their partner the 
name of one person with whom they are intentionally sharing God’s love. 
 
Present understandings of Witness 7:30-7:40 
 
1. Have group members work together to define the terms 
a. Witness 
b. Mission 
c. Compassion 
2. How does the church presently carry out these definitions? 
 
Compassionate Witness 7:40-8:20 
 
1. Compassionate witness 
a. What is compassionate witness? 
b. How might this differ from traditional forms of evangelism? 
2. Witnessing shapes the witness  
a. How does being a witness change the witness? 
b. What are some of the essential characteristics of compassionate witness? 
3. Witness as an identity  
a. Is witness an identity or a task? 
i. Children of the light (ROH – 231)  
b. How do we change the mentality that witness is an identity not a task? 
c. What difference does an identity of witness make in a believer’s life? 
4. Practicing compassionate witness as a small group 
a. Moving into the neighborhood (MSG – 132) 
i. Living in proximity to others 
ii. Working together as group 
b. Focus (MSG – 137) 
i. Random acts of kindness or acts of love to people we know 
ii. Mission America 
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iii. Kingdom focus or church focus 
1. How do we release people to serve in Kingdom growth 
outside the church while maintaining a strong community 
that serves people through the church ministries? 
c. Speaking Peace (MSG – 141)  
i. Moving from power to service 
1. How do we use expectations and goals as leaders? 
d. Observation (MSG – 145) 
i. Savior or servant 
ii. Listening to others 
iii. Asking good questions 
e. Hospitality (MSG – 149)  
i. Un-privatizing life 
ii. Providing a place to belong 
iii. Receiving people where they are 
f. Righting Wrongs (MSG – 153) 
i. Seeing the marginalized 
ii. Projects or persons 
iii. What is God doing? 
g. Speaking the Gospel (MSG – 158) 
i.  Appropriate conversations 
ii. Moving with people closer to Jesus  
iii. Sharing your story with Jesus 
iv. Facing difficult issues in the light of the Gospel 
5. Expectations and Process for Small Groups 
a. How should small groups practice compassionate witness? 
b. What processes should be in place to help this happen? 
 
Preparing for next week: (8:20-8:25) 
  
 Give an overview of what has been captured this week and the direction the 
conversation will go in next week.  Assign the chapters to be read for next week. 
 
 Read Missional Small Groups (MSG) chapter 9 
 Read Renovation of the Heart (ROH) chapter 13 
 
Fellowship and Departure (8:25-8:30) 
 
 Close the group with prayer.  Each week ask a different member to close in 
prayer.  After the closing prayer people are free to leave or stay and visit as long as the 
hosting family is comfortable.   
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Session 6: Small Group Content 
 
“They devoted themselves to the apostles’ teaching and to the fellowship,  
to the breaking of bread and to prayer.” 
Acts 2:42 
 
Welcoming each other 7-7:30 
  
 The first half hour will be a time to share together in conversation over a light 
snack or desert.  At 7:15 the leader should review prayer needs from the week before and 
lead the group in a time of prayer together.  This week have members share request with 
the whole group.  Spend some time in silent prayer that concludes with one person 
offering a prayer for the group. 
 
Current structure of groups 7:30-7:40 
 
1. What was/is the structure and content for the groups in which you have 
participated? 
a. Make a list of common activities and structure 
 
Small Group Content 7:40-8:20 
 
1. Ephesians 4-6 as a case study 
2. Focus 
a. Stay focused on the objectives/goals of spiritual transformation and the 
details will work out (ROH – 236, 240) 
i. Making disciples 
ii. Immersing disciples in the Trinitarian presence 
iii. Transforming disciples inwardly so living out faith becomes 
natural 
3. Leadership (See Roxburgh and Romanuk The Missional Leader) 
a. Character of the leader (MSG – 164)  
i. Self-reflection 
ii. Capacity for conflict 
iii. Accepting others 
iv. Prioritizing issues 
v. Willingness to fail 
vi. Love for people 
b. Cultivating people (MSG – 168)  
i. Teamwork 
ii. Investing in the primary  
c. Forming a missional environment (MSG – 169) 
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i. Structuring group time for maximum participation 
ii. Dealing with personalities 
d. Engaging the Context (MSG – 171) 
i. Learning the landscape 
ii. Discerning God’s movement  
4. Every Group Activities 
a. What are the activities every group should employ? 
i. 4 Actions in purpose statement 
1. Engage the Scripture 
2. Mutual Accountability 
3. Holy Living 
4. Sacrificial service 
ii. Prayer, worship, witness 
b. Dealing with Food 
i. What guidelines should be developed for group leaders in regards 
to food in the group? 
c. What “content” expectations should we have for groups? 
d. What process for training and helping groups embrace these expectations 
needs to be in place? 
 
Preparing for next week: (8:20-8:25) 
  
 Give an overview of what has been captured this week and the direction the 
conversation will go in next week.   
 
The next two weeks are designed to put everything together that has been discussed.  
Session 7 presents an opportunity for the group to experience a time of service or 
fellowship together without the stress of “covering the topic”.  Session 8 is set aside for 
the development of a small group “Standard Operating Procedures” manual and review of 
the pilot group experience.   
 
There may have been topics that required additional time beyond one meeting.  Session 7 
provides space for the group to explore additional work on a particular topic or a new 
topic altogether. 
 
Fellowship and Departure (8:25-8:30) 
 
 Close the group with prayer.  Each week ask a different member to close in 
prayer.  After the closing prayer people are free to leave or stay and visit as long as the 
hosting family is comfortable.   
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Session 7: Activity and Punch List 
 
“So whether you eat or drink or whatever you do, do it all for the glory of God.” 
1 Corinthians 10:31 
 
This session is reserved for two possibilities.  If the group is able to adequately 
cover the materials in the time allotted during the six sessions an activity should be 
planned for session seven.  The activity should reflect the goals of building relationship, 
hospitality and community.  The group may simply want to have an evening of relaxation 
and fun together where relationships can grow deeper between group members.  If the 
group has experienced good relational depth a service opportunity for the community, 
church, or group member may be in order.  In the third week the leader will need to begin 
planning what session seven will entail. 
 If the group has not been able to cover all the materials adequately each week and 
items that merit more discussion have been put onto a “punch list” this session is 
intentionally left open to deal with the remaining topics.  It may be that topics have not 
been addressed at all, or that some group members have asked to discuss certain topics 
further.   
 If the group participates in further discussion the format should follow the plan set 
forth below.  Groups who engage in an activity should structure their time around the 
activity without restraint to the pattern established in the first six sessions. 
 
 
Welcoming each other 7-7:30 
  
 The first half hour will be a time to share together in conversation over a light 
snack or desert.  At 7:15 the leader should review prayer needs from the week before and 
lead the group in a time of prayer together.  This week have the group members divide 
into teams of three and share request and prayers. 
 
Discussion 7:30-8:20 
 
1. If the group has established a “punch list” of topics or discussions that have 
carried over from the previous sessions use it as an outline for the discussion. 
a. If there is no record of the ongoing conversations, the leader should help 
the group create an agenda from the topics they want to discuss further. 
b. The leader should prioritize the list of topics and help monitor the time for 
discussion around each topic to ensure all the topics are covered. 
c. The leader or someone the leader asks in advance should help remind the 
group of the previous discussion around the topics to avoid simply 
restating what has already been discussed. 
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Preparing for next week: (8:20-8:25) 
  
 Give an overview of what has been captured this week and the direction the 
conversation will go in next week.  Session 8 is set aside for the development of a small 
group “Standard Operating Procedures” manual and review of the pilot group experience.  
 
 
Fellowship and Departure (8:25-8:30) 
 
 Close the group with prayer.  Each week ask a different member to close in 
prayer.  After the closing prayer people are free to leave or stay and visit as long as the 
hosting family is comfortable.   
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Session 8: Wrap Up and Report 
 
“We always thank God, the Father of our Lord Jesus Christ,  
when we pray for you, because we have heard of your faith in Christ Jesus 
 and the love you have for all the saints.” 
Colossians 1:3-4 
 
Welcoming each other 7-7:30 
  
 The first half hour will be a time to share together in conversation over a light 
snack or desert.  At 7:15 the leader should review prayer needs from the week before and 
lead the group in a time of prayer together.  This week have the group members pray as a 
group around the circle.  Anyone who wishes to pray should be allowed to with a 
designated person closing the time of prayer.   
 
Developing a Small Group Strategy 7:30-8:20 
 
1. The focus for the session is to develop a small group strategy that can shape 
guidelines and expectations for the small groups in the church. 
a. Throughout each of the sessions the group has been working to describe 
the process and expectations for developing a new culture in the small 
groups.   
i. The leader should be prepared with a “rough draft” that 
summarizes the gleanings from each of the group’s sessions. 
b. The Small Group Leadership Team will create several Small Group 
Leader Manuals from the information discussed to be utilized in training 
small group leaders in the future. 
2. Key topics to address 
a. Story (session 2) 
i. What story should small groups tell? 
ii. How do small groups fit into the AWC story? 
b. Spiritual Formation (session 3) 
i. How are people at AWC to be spiritually formed? 
1. Process 
ii. What expectations should the small groups be evaluated against? 
1. Goals 
c. Culture (session 4) 
i. What type of culture should small groups create? 
1. Hospitality 
2. Witness 
3. Relational 
ii. How should groups bring this culture into the larger church body? 
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d. Witness (session 5) 
i. How does compassionate witness fit into the small group? 
ii. What expectations are small groups held to in regards to witness? 
iii. How are groups expected to help the larger church body embrace 
witness? 
e. Content (session 6) 
i. What should be standard practices for every group? 
ii. What processes need to be in place to ensure there is a “common 
flavor” to all AWC small groups? 
3. Process for finalizing the report 
a. Recommendations should be put into a document and the group should be 
able to comment on the document after the meeting via email.   
i. Working towards consensus is the recommended approach.  If 
consensus is not possible the report should issue “minority 
opinions” on specific issues in the final report.   
b. The final report will be submitted to the LBA for final approval 
i. Group members will begin to implement the new policy through 
their existing small groups and new groups created. 
ii. The final report will serve as a resource for group leaders 
regarding expectations and structure of the group. 
 
Wrap Up  and Departure 8:20-8:30 
 
Have the group pray together over the final report.  Explain how the final edits will be 
conducted as well as the schedule for presentation to the LBA and implementation.  
Thank each group member for their participation in the pilot group. 
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APPENDIX 7 
 
REPORT TO THE LBA AND SMALL GROUP LEADERSHIP TEAM 
PILOT GROUP FINDINGS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 
 
1.  Overview:   
 The pilot group met on Sunday evenings beginning October 19
th
 and ending on 
December 14
th
.  The group consisted of people from 4 different small groups and three 
people who are not presently in a small group.  The group used the books Renovation of 
the Heart by Dallas Willard and Missional Small Groups by M. Scott Boren as guides to 
the conversation.  The pilot group also reviewed the results from a survey administered to 
members of the congregation in October.   
 
2.  Members of the Pilot Group 
Pastor Dan Jones – facilitator, Andy Britton, Vicky Britton, Jake Morgan, Ethan Crist, 
Susan Crist, Gloria Reynolds, Margaret Cappello, George Wong, Al Willistein, Debbie 
Willistein, Kelly White (resigned half way through) 
 
3.  Overview of Present groups 
 Presently groups are operating autonomously with little oversight or leadership.  
The group shared personal experiences in small groups as well as some observations 
about groups and how they can improve.  
 
 Observations included: 
 Different places in life create different needs in small group 
 Long term groups (year or more) necessary for accountability and deep friendship 
 Short term groups (less than one year duration) can be more topical 
 Leadership is critical to successful groups 
 Bible study and small groups have different purposes 
Areas identified for growth 
 Communication about purpose and direction for small groups is needed at AWC 
 Advertising what groups are available and the focus of those groups is needed 
 Dealing with technology in groups (positive and negative) 
 Engaging less pro-active members of the congregation 
 Leader training needed 
 
4.  Cultural Forces influencing AWC groups 
Various cultural forces highly influence the ability of people to participate in 
small groups, as well as the context and content of small groups.  The key cultural factors 
shaping people and groups at AWC were identified as: 
 Over commitment 
 Shallow relationships 
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 Busyness 
 Stress 
 Technology 
It should also be noted that the church has many positive traits that shape the 
current small groups.  Without clear leadership groups have continued to exist and the 
commitment to discipleship remains strong.  Additional research into understanding the 
impact of strong family and friend connections present in the congregation at AWC 
would be helpful to understand why some people are less active in small groups.   
 
5.  A preferred future: Community 
We would like to see a common AWC flavor develop in small groups.  This 
would help develop consistency between groups so people participating in short-term 
groups would have a similar cultural experience in each group.  Groups are not expected 
to look the same but should share common traits and values that are consistent across 
groups regardless of group dynamics.  In order to develop a consistent flavor, clear 
directions need to be communicated and groups will be encouraged to responsibly live 
within the directions and standards.  This will necessitate developing a compelling vision 
for the new culture proposed for groups.  Aspects of the new culture include: 
 Leaders attend training seminars 
o Clarify leadership expectations 
 Mutual emphasis on friendship/witness/ministry 
o There are some places where missional activity is taking place.  Making this 
more normative is one of the goals. 
o Witness has not been an aspect of groups presently 
 Clear purpose 
o Relational in emphasis 
o People not program oriented 
o Clear language 
 Suggestion to change small group to “connection groups” 
 Utilize “connect” as language for all discipleship ministries 
o Discipleship emphasis should shape every aspect of the culture giving it purpose 
and direction 
 Welcoming people at different states of spiritual development 
o Identification of spiritual gifts 
o Addressing over commitment  
 
The pilot group would like to see a dual emphasis with both short and long term 
groups.  Engaging the Bible and practicing patterns of prayer are expected in every group 
as defined in the small group purpose statement.   
Short term groups will generally focus on topical studies and Bible study.  Short 
term groups will be encouraged to participate in compassionate witness primarily through 
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larger church functions.  It is expected that short term groups would be fluid in 
membership and vary in structure based on the lives of their members. 
Simultaneously long-term groups will be encouraged where deep relationship can 
form and compassionate witness is normative in the group.  These groups will commit to 
remain active and consistent for at least a full year.  The group would be expected to add 
new members through mission and witness.  Admittedly, these types of groups can form 
into cliques inside the church.  However, the hope is that instead of becoming isolated 
cliques they can help transform the larger church culture by modeling relationship that is 
more than friendly and actually makes friends.  To help facilitate relationships across the 
church people in long term groups will be encouraged to give priority to conversation 
with people outside of their group at large church events and small group activities will 
be celebrated in the larger body.   
 
6. A Preferred Future: Spiritual Formation 
 
Spiritual formation is becoming like Jesus in every aspect of your life.  This will 
include Bible Study, spiritual disciplines, worship, practicing the presence of God and 
listening to others.  The small group purpose statement articulates how Bible study fits 
into this pattern.  Communal discipleship practices help avoid the tendency of 
individualism that is contributing to the lack of deep relationship in the church family.  
Groups should understand they are creating an environment that is subversive to the 
dominant American culture and that transformation is a slow and difficult journey.  
Recognition that everyone is on the same journey, but at different points is important, but 
those who are at different places in the journey should expect to learn from, as well as 
teach others.  A compelling vision of spiritual formation met with adequate means will 
result in increasing Christ-likeness for those who willingly engage in the process of 
spiritual formation. 
 
7.  A Preferred future: Small Group Culture 
 
 Creating a consistent flavor will require developing consistent cultural norms 
within small groups at AWC.  The goal is to create a culture where hospitality, 
community and witness are expressed in the people and activities of the group.  Spiritual 
formation allows for communal formation but the culture of the community also has a 
direct impact on the spiritual formation of its members.  Groups that are not hospitable 
will struggle to incorporate hospitality as a vital component of spiritual formation.  The 
pilot group identified five components of a healthy group culture. 
 Safe Place 
o The group must become a place where people can be real and feel safe, not 
compelled to “put on masks” or pretend they are something different than who 
they are while acknowledging who they are is continually being transformed by 
God’s grace. 
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 Affirmation 
o The group must be a place where people not only feel safe, but affirmed.  They 
are valued and appreciated and their contributions to the group are recognized 
as significant.  People are treated as equals regardless of their spiritual 
background or present spiritual state. 
 Speaking to each other 
o The group must be a place where each person feels their voice is heard and 
valued and where every member is included.  From greeting each other and to 
active listening people in the group need to practice good communication skills 
avoiding secrets, code language, and insincerity.  This must be modeled by the 
group leader and taught in regards to both verbal and non-verbal 
communication. 
 Family and group life 
o The group must understand the complexities of family life and make provisions 
for its members.  Different places in life demand different responses and the 
group should recognize, identify and develop ways to strengthen family life as 
well as the life of the group together.  Participating in life together outside the 
formal group gatherings is recommended and encouraged. 
 Vision and Purpose 
o The group should be intentionally aligned with the purpose for small groups at 
AWC and the larger church mission.  A clear and compelling vision for the 
group should be developed for the group by the leader and the small group 
leadership team.  Communicating the vision and purpose of the group 
intentionally and consistently is the responsibility of the group leader. 
 
In order to help transfer the culture developed in the small groups into the larger 
church body it will be important for members to model healthy relationship beyond the 
group members in large church gatherings.  Utilizing the listening and communication 
skills learned in the group members can help people in the larger church family feel 
valued and appreciated.  The small group should help provide a secure place from which 
ministry to people in the larger congregation can spring.   
 
8.  A Preferred Future: Compassionate Witness 
   
 Groups that develop a healthy culture of hospitality not only will minister to 
others in the larger church family, they will also engage in compassionate witness outside 
the church walls.  Compassionate witness takes the Gospel to others through acts of love 
and mercy establishing relationship and demonstrating interest in the lives of others.  
Pointing others towards Jesus as the source of love and joy behind the acts of mercy and 
relationship transforms good deeds into kingdom evangelism.  This may at times have 
programmatic elements, but will normally be organic and Spirit-led, believing that God is 
acting in all things and in every way. 
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 Compassionate witness begins by listening to each other in the group and 
identifying people and needs to which God has made group members sensitive. 
Encouragement and support from the group should help members respond to needs 
individually and the group should also discuss ways to respond collectively.  
Confidentiality and respect for each person must be practiced so that people do not turn 
into “projects”.  The leader in a group should recognize that not all members of the group 
will respond in the same manner.   Leaders should help people respond according to their 
giftedness with expectations similar to that of a family.   
 
9.  A Preferred Future: Small Group Content 
 
 Leadership is critical to the formation of healthy groups and will largely 
determine the style and format of the group.  Leadership training should be intentional 
and help leaders understand the direction and purpose for small groups at AWC.   
Leaders are then able to focus their group towards the preferred future.  It is important for 
leaders to remain flexible, teachable and focused on training another person to lead an 
expansion group.  Critical attention needs to be given to the language used in the groups 
and in describing the group culture.  Emphasis should also be given to the development 
of a culture that enhances community through fellowship.  Planning for multiplication 
from inception is important and helps keep the number of people in the group at a healthy 
level for maximum participation.   
 
10.  Implementation process 
 Be aware that some people will think of this process as a critique rather than a 
help 
 Focus shaping small group ministry should also shape every other ministry 
 Tip of the spear – spearheading  
 Who is the leadership behind the groups?  What body/person/committee 
oversees the approval, process etc.  Small group leadership team continue as 
leadership. 
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